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  Roommates with Benefits


  Chapter One


  Keith



  ‘Okay, great! I’m looking forward to seeing the room later today.’


  That’s the last message I got from Sam, the guy who’s about 99% ready to become my new roommate. I didn’t expect my ad to get an answer so quickly. Neither could I have foreseen that we’d have so much in common. A quiet sort of a guy and a homebody, Sam is an aspiring fantasy writer who’s covering the bills with freelance content writing gigs. Clearly, he’s a total geek like me. He’d be home a lot while I’d be at work, but that’s not necessarily a bad thing. At least it’ll make life easier having someone to accept deliveries while I’m out.


  Plus, my long-suffering bank account is desperate for the cash injection. Ever since Damien moved out once he finally got together with Jill, I’ve been covering the rent alone. And it’s been a tough ten months. At first I enjoyed the peace and quiet, but now… Either I get a roommate in, or I’ll have to downsize to a studio somewhere. Moving all my gear to a new place? No thanks.


  I’m just about done vacuuming Damien’s old room, when the doorbell rings. That’ll be him. Fingers crossed he’s ready to move as quickly as he said in his correspondence, or at least he pays me some advance before next month’s rent is due.


  I open the door, still trying to get my hopes in check, when my mind goes blank.


  “Umm, can I help you?” I ask.


  The petite brunette with the wavy highlights waiting outside flashes a bright smile my way. “Keith? I thought you’d be expecting me. I’m Sam.”


  She stretches her hand out at me. Flustered, I shake it.


  “Uh, yeah. Hi, Sam.”


  Oh fuck. What the hell have I gotten myself into?


  “I didn’t think you’d be—” I stammer.


  “Am I early? I have a tendency to be late, but I didn't want to start off on the wrong foot, so I left early. I hope it’s not a bother.”


  Female. I didn’t think you’d be female. But I can’t very well say that, can I? Ugh.


  “No bother at all. Umm, so…”


  “So… Can I come in to see the room?” She smiles again, and my heart starts to race. God, she’s got the most beautiful, radiant smile, exposing a row of perfectly aligned white teeth, except for her left canine, which is very slightly out of line. Somehow that little imperfection makes her all the more attractive. And her eyes… Brown yet sparkly, like burning embers. I’m too terrified to look at any other part of her, because if I do, I might find it impossible to look away again.


  “Yeah. Yep. That’s what you’re here for…” I mumble.


  Fuck, I’m so screwed. I should tell her right now that she isn’t what I’m looking for in a roommate. Even if I'll definitely end up in debt covering the rent alone this month.


  “I’m so glad you could fit me in so quickly. I’ve been looking for a while, ever since I had to move out of my last place.” She shuffles left to right, as if she's leaving the real story unspoken. “Anyway, as I’ve mentioned in my messages, I’ve been sleeping on a friend’s couch for a good long while now and it’s becoming unmanageable. If I don’t get out of her hair quickly, there might not be any friendship left, know what I mean?”


  “Uh-huh, yeah.” I nod, but I have no idea what she’s even saying.


  She smiles again. And I just can’t. I can’t look at her. I can’t look away. I can’t think. And I definitely can’t say what needs to be said.


  “Well, the room is through here…” I say, while leading the way across the hallway. “The living room is over there, and the open plan kitchen. And there’s the bathroom, right in between both the bedrooms…”


  She opens the bedroom door first and looks around. “You weren’t kidding. It’s pretty spacious, so it won’t be a problem to fit a small desk and office chair in here as a writing setup!”


  “Yep.” Crap. She likes it.


  “So, I’m sure you’ll be wondering, but I’m not the type to hog the bathroom for hours every morning,” she says. “Such are the advantages of freelancing. I get to be a total slob and stay in my pajamas all day, so you'll have it all to yourself before going to work.”


  “Mhm.”


  “The living room is pretty big too. Love your couch. It’s so inviting here. Already feels a bit like home,” she muses.


  Oh God. I should say something. I should say something right now.


  “I think…” I start.


  She turns around, and looks up at me with big, expectant eyes. And I'm mute. This is going to be impossible.


  “Sounds like you like it,” I say instead.


  Her smile widens. I find myself staring at her left canine, which has just come into view. “I don’t like it, I love it.”


  Crap.


  “And to emphasize just how much I love it, I’ve got your one month advance right here.” She hands me an envelope of cash, which I take, because… Because I’m a fucking idiot, that’s why. “I don’t have a whole lot of stuff, just a couple of bags of clothes, so I’m pretty much ready to move in immediately. Just one more thing.”


  “Yeah, what’s that?” I ask.


  “The kitchen. Are you very particular about people using the kitchen?”


  “Umm, I’m not sure I follow.”


  “Oh, in some flat shares, they don’t want you to cook certain things, because of smells, you know? Or some people prefer to have the area to themselves a lot if they like to cook. It can become a whole thing.”


  I shake my head. “I basically just use the fridge and the microwave. I’m more of a takeout and frozen dinners kind of a guy.”


  She smiles again. “I actually love to cook, more so for others. So if you’re game, you might end up saving a bunch of money on takeout!”


  I don’t quite know what to say to that either, so I don't say anything. Meanwhile she’s grinning at me like she’s completely unaware of what that does to me. In fact, she seems completely unaware of what her entire presence does to me. This is my home. My sanctuary. I can’t have a girl in here! And I certainly can’t have her in here. She’s too… She’s too cheerful; too sweet. She’s too… She’s fucking gorgeous, is what she is. And now that she’s turned around to wander through the kitchen, lightly brushing her fingertips over the empty counter space, I’m treated with an uninterrupted view of her shapely behind covered in purple lycra leggings. And that’s too much too. My heart skips a few beats, as something else stirs. A deeper, darker desire.


  I can’t have her in here. In my home. In my life.


  And yet… I can’t bring myself to say no to her either.


  “I guess that’s it then,” I hear myself say.


  “Yeah, I guess so, roommate!” she responds with another smile.


  Sam


  It’s perfect. The location in Teddington just around the corner from the High Street, the room itself, and also my new roommate, Keith. He seems like a quiet sort of a guy, just like he said in his messages. He prefers to keep to himself, doesn’t tend to invite people over, and basically spends his days going to work at some corporate office job or playing video games when he's home. I’m familiar with the type, have met plenty of the same ilk at gaming conventions over the years, and that’s fine by me.


  The only thing I hadn’t banked on was how freaking adorable he is, with his full head of brown hair, kind dark brown eyes and impossibly broad shoulders. He’s a big man who towers over me, sure, but his presence exudes a reassuring vibe. He’s a protector. And a teddy bear. A pretty shy one, at that, because throughout our first meeting, he barely got any complete sentences out. That’s a stark contrast to how wordy he seemed in his messages.


  Ah well, I’m sure he’ll thaw out once we start living together.


  Overall, I couldn’t be happier. Once I handed him the deposit, my chest filled with a warmth I haven’t felt in a while. Like everything is going to work out for once. I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be. This feels like home. Now I can finally move out of Megan’s place, because I’m bound to be getting on her and Dean’s nerves by now. Nobody likes a third wheel, especially when you’re in love like they are. What was meant to be a few weeks of me figuring my life out after Jasper has turned into months without an end in sight. Well, no more. This is the end. Or actually, this is my new beginning. I can't wait for it to start.


  “I guess that’s it then,” Keith says, nodding at the bundle of cash.


  This meeting has gone even better than I could have hoped for, and I’m so thrilled I can no longer hide my excitement. “Yeah, I guess so, roommate,” I say.


  He nods in agreement, and awkwardly avoids my gaze. Utterly perfect. I was a little worried about moving into a flat share with a guy, but first impressions are excellent. Some guys have a creepy sort of an aura, but Keith seems like a sweetheart through and through.


  And considering he is so very quiet, almost curt, and in his own words quite antisocial, he's going to be the perfect roommate for me. Not a player who’s going to try it on for kicks, but just a regular guy with some similar interests, as his messages suggested. I hope we can be buddies, considering we'll be spending most of our evenings in the same space.


  For once in my life, I’m in the right place, at the right time, with the right person, hopefully. Here, I'll be able to heal properly and figure out what I want in life, professionally as well as personally. Far away from Jasper and all the painful memories of our ill-fated relationship, and even further from the pathetic doormat he managed to turn me into.


  Here, I'll be able to figure out exactly who it is I am and who I want to be going forward. And I can't wait! And I'm sure neither can Megan and Dean, who are about to get their couch back.


  ———


  Chapter Two


  Sam


  It’s day one in the new place. Or rather, night one, because the sun went down hours ago while I was still unpacking my first bag. Now, after emptying the third and final suitcase and organizing the closet that came with the room, I’m tired and hungry, but still proud of my achievements for the day. Everyone always says how they hate moving house. I would too, probably, if I actually owned any stuff. But I left so much at Jasper's place when I ran out of there, the couple of suitcases and few shopping bags of clothes aren't much of an imposition. This move is doubly exciting because I'm finally moving up in life, rather than finding myself with my tail between my legs, begging for a handout or a couch to sleep on.


  I take a step back, admiring the color-coded contents of my new wardrobe, and sigh contently. This was worth the three hour investment. I’m no neat freak, and I’m sure my closet will turn into a disaster zone before the week is over, but for now, I’m trying to start this new chapter in my life properly.


  I pick up a packet of instant noodles from the bag of groceries I'd bought on my way here. Kitchen stuff I’ll tackle tomorrow, once I’m rested and fresh. For now, some ramen and a hot shower will do just fine.


  I head into the kitchen, running into Keith on the way.


  “That’s it, I’m pretty much unpacked,” I tell him.


  He nods and mumbles something that sounds like encouragement.


  “Mind if I have a quick shower before bedtime, or are you planning to—”


  “No, no, please go ahead,” he tells me.


  Excellent.


  I put the electric kettle on, grab a bowl from one of the cupboards, and dump the contents of the ramen packet in there. You’re meant to boil the noodles in a pan for a few minutes, but I’m all out of patience and energy tonight, so a soak for however long it takes me to have a shower will have to be enough. Starting tomorrow, I’ll make good on my plans to start cooking real meals. Maybe. First, I'll have to get my home office set up, so I can knock out a few projects to replenish my bank account. Everything else can wait.


  Once the water boils, I pour it over the broken apart noodles and cover the bowl with a lid, then I gather my shower stuff and lock myself in the bathroom.


  I twist the lever to turn on the water, but before I have the chance to adjust the temperature, the whole thing comes off in my hand. The water that’s rushing out of the shower is icy cold, so I'm stuck. I can't switch it off, I can't make it warmer to at least have my shower first and then figure it out. D’oh. This is so me, barely half a day into staying at a new place and I’ve already destroyed the plumbing.


  I quickly throw my t-shirt and underwear back on and stick my head out the door. Keith better be nearby, or I'm totally screwed.


  “Umm… help?” I call out.


  There’s some movement further down the hall, from his bedroom.


  “Yeah, what’s up?” he asks once he emerges.


  I open the door more widely and point at the shower. “The mixer tap thingy came off, and now I can’t adjust the water temperature. Or turn it off, for that matter.”


  For a split second, I think I spot him glancing down at my bare legs, which are glistening with water droplets. He quickly catches himself and focuses on the shower, which is furiously spewing cold water.


  “It does that sometimes. The landlord needs to replace it, but he’s been taking his own sweet time calling a plumber.”


  “Right…” I say.


  He scratches his chin and sheepishly glances in my direction again.


  Next time, wear shorts, I try to remind myself. Although it is kind of cute the way he’s looking at me. Like he’s out of his depth. I guess he’s never had a female roommate either, just like I’ve never had a male one. There's bound to be an adjustment period.


  “Give me two minutes, I’ll get it sorted,” Keith mumbles while turning around and heading back into his room. Within seconds, he’s back with a screwdriver in his hand. I dutifully hand him the offending lever, and he gets to work, getting doused with cold water in the process.


  “I’m so sorry to be a bother. I didn’t know it could come off,” I tell him.


  “Not your fault. I should have told you to be super gentle with it until it gets replaced. Operate it with a light touch going forward, 'kay?”


  I nod and watch as he loosens a screw at the bottom of the lever, shoves it back onto the fixture in the wall, and turns the water off before tightening the screw down again. But the damage is already done. Keith’s t-shirt is wet, and his arms are covered in goose bumps. For a brief moment, I think I see him shiver.


  I bite my bottom lip, unsure what to say. ‘Thanks’ doesn’t quite cover it, so I just glance down at… Well, I was trying not to look at anything in particular, but instead I find myself staring at how his damp t-shirt is clinging to the swell of his belly. Which is admittedly a rather tempting sight, so cuddly.


  “All fixed for ya,” he says, stepping aside and grabbing a towel off the rack for himself. “Twist it really carefully towards the hot, and it should stay in one piece.”


  I almost reach for his arm to give it a grateful squeeze, but stop myself at the last second. A female roommate would have earned herself a hug for rescuing me and my shower plans. But the way he looked at my legs just now gives me pause. I can’t be that forward with him. We may be roommates now, but we’re still strangers. Plus, he’s still a guy, and I’m still a girl. There’s a certain unspoken meaning to that, no matter how hard society and feminism and everything tries to tell us otherwise. And also, I literally just stared at his chest and crotch for a moment too long. I hope he didn’t notice that.


  “Thank you so, so much,” I say. “I probably would have ended up flooding the bathroom, attempting to fix this thing.”


  He stares at the floor between us. “No worries. Enjoy your shower.”


  “I will. Thanks again.”


  He nods at me and leaves the bathroom while trying to rub some warmth into his arms. Poor guy. I’m sure a cold shower would have been the last thing he wished for at 10 pm on a Monday night. I feel terrible for imposing on him during my very first night here.


  I face the offending tap and gingerly twist it towards the hot side like he said. The water pressure is excellent, just as it was on the cold side too. When I step inside the cabin, and the steaming stream of water massages my shoulders and back, I breathe a sigh of relief. I needed this so badly.


  I totally owe Keith. Just as soon as I get my kitchen stuff set up, I’m treating him to a home cooked meal of his choice to make up for disturbing him tonight.


  Keith


  This was a mistake, just as I knew it would be. I pace the room, back and forth, unable to shed the tension that filled my chest as soon as I got an eyeful of Sam in the bathroom.


  Sure, she was wearing a t-shirt, but that was pretty much it. In just that brief interaction of her asking for my help with the shower, and me walking past her, my body reacted in a most awkward way. I’m flushed red, with an embarrassing amount of heat extending all the way into my ears. And I’m so fucking hard, it’s almost painful to walk. I hope it wasn't obvious.


  What the fuck is wrong with me? She’s beautiful, sure, but her state of dress or undress, whatever it may be, was nothing compared to what you’d find on any public beach or swimming pool. The shirt she was wearing was pretty baggy as well, but still, just the subtlest impression of her perky breasts and nipples showing through the fabric was enough to send my imagination into overdrive. Nevermind the vast smoothness of her long legs… My brain instantly filled in the blanks of everything not on display.


  I’m an animal to be thinking of her this way. She’s my roommate, for fuck’s sake. This is my problem, not hers. But then again, this is my home too. And you’re supposed to be comfortable in your own home.


  Now, instead of going back to the graphic novel I’d been reading earlier, I’m imagining Sam in the shower, washing her hair softcore porn style. I’m disgusting.


  I should have never let her move in. In fact, maybe I should just tell her this isn’t working out, and that she should find something else by next month?


  Shit. How am I even going to survive a whole month of this torture? I need help. Or someone to talk me down, at least. Before I realize what I'm doing, I've already reached for my phone. My fingers are flying across the screen as I’m furiously tapping out a message to the indirect cause of all of this nonsense. Damien.


  K: ‘Hey, you free? Need to run something by you.’


  He responds quickly, which is just as well, because I’m getting closer to a panic attack by the second.


  D: ‘Yeah, what’s up?’


  K: ‘So, I fucked up. I got a new roommate.’


  D: ‘Good for you, though it took you long enough. Finally found someone else able to put up with your grumpy ass?’


  I make a face at the phone. Bastard.


  K; ‘Not good. This is where I fucked up. It’s a girl.’


  D: ‘You found a girl willing to move in with you? That’s even better! You might learn a thing or two about the opposite sex, finally.’


  Yeah, I’m learning that I can’t be trusted around them. I’m learning what a degenerate piece of shit I am. I’m learning—


  K: ‘Stop fucking around, I’m in serious trouble, okay? It’s only day one, and I already feel like a prisoner in my own bedroom.’


  D: ‘What, is she some sort of psycho? What did she do?’


  K: ‘Nothing. Absolutely nothing. She just… exists. And I’m losing my shit.’


  D: ‘So what you’re saying is, she’s hot?’


  K: ‘I’m not even sure that’s the problem. I’m the problem. My reaction to her is the problem. You know how I get.’


  D: ‘So what, you’re a bit shy. You’ll get used to having her around in no time. Just don’t look at her as a woman, putting her on some sort of pedestal and making shit harder for yourself. Try to see her as any other roommate. One of the guys.’


  I scoff. Easy for him to say. He’d been friends with Jill for like three years before they finally got together, playing it cool, acting like he didn’t pine for her affection every second of every day. That’s some acting skills. I don’t have it in me. I want to say something snarky, and point out how he couldn’t possibly have seen Jill as ‘one of the guys’ no matter how much he put his mind to it. But that would mean admitting something unbearable. I’d have to confess that I’m not just being a pervert, lusting after Sam because I’m desperate, but instead… No. Hell no. I’m not going there!


  K: ‘She’s having a shower right now. I had to fix the diverter tap for her.’


  D: ‘The landlord still didn’t replace that? It's been what, a whole year? What an asshole. Anyway, do yourself, as well as her, a favor, and do whatever you have to and calm down.’


  K: ‘If I knew how to do that, then what the hell did I have to message you for?’


  D: ‘Once she’s done with the bathroom, go have a cold shower yourself?’


  I take a deep breath and try to focus. Cold shower. That might work. No wait, I just had one while fixing the tap, and I’m still screwed.


  D: ‘And if you can't wait that long, go watch something and take matters into your own hand. You know what I mean? Do whatever you have to; just don’t think of her when you do it.’


  I groan.


  K: ‘I should ask her to move out.’


  D: ‘Didn’t you say it was literally her first night? You can’t ask her to move out already! What will you do about the rent?’


  K: ‘I’ll take out a payday loan. Sell a kidney. I don’t know.’


  D: ‘You’re being over dramatic. Open up your favorite site, blow off some steam, sleep on it, and in the morning, things won’t seem so bad. Once she starts dirtying the place up and leaving her shit all over the common areas, you’ll find all these inconvenient feelings replaced by frustration and resentment. I know you. You'll be so focused on the mess; you won't even care what she looks like anymore.’


  I take a deep breath. He has a point. Instead of getting stuck on how she’s pretty much the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen, I could focus on all her annoying habits, until I start resenting her just like I resent everyone else. Hating people is pretty much my natural state, so how hard could it be? Until Damien moved out, I hated him most of the time too. That’s why it took me so long to look for another roommate in the first place!


  Damien is right. This too shall pass.


  ———


  Chapter Three


  Sam


  I wake up at nine to a quiet and empty apartment. Keith must be at work already, so I’ve got the place to myself until he comes back. That’s just as well, because after the rather embarrassing dreams I’ve had all night, I’m not sure how to face him. Not until I get about a bucket of caffeine into me!


  I’m still in my pajamas when I head to the kitchen to turn the kettle on. While I wait for the water to boil, I stare down at my bare feet and legs popping out from the shorts.


  Keith was staring at me in the bathroom last night. And I was staring at him. This isn’t good. This isn’t good at all. I’ve sworn off men for the past few months, ever since I got out of my relationship with Jasper. I thought I was done with all this! Done with guys for a while. Especially the type who start out broody and mysterious, and then suck all the life and joy out of you with constant criticism and jokes that aren’t jokes until you’re just an empty husk of a person.


  Not that I think Keith is like that, but… It has taken me literal months since my breakup just to feel like myself again. And I did detect a certain amount of sarcasm and cynicism in Keith’s messages after I answered his ad. That’s part of why I decided to give this thing a chance even though I’d never lived with a male roommate before. I’m done with men, and I’m doubly done with men who have a negative outlook on life. From here on out, if I ever date again, I’ll only consider a golden retriever guy. If I’m going to be with anyone, it’ll have to be with someone even more cheerful than me!


  This was supposed to be my failsafe. My big fat reason why I’d never ever develop any inconvenient feelings for my new roommate. I cannot afford to jeopardize my living situation again, and I definitely can’t risk my heart in the process either. The fact that he’s a grump should have been a good thing!


  So why is a part of me so obsessed with how he looked at me last night?


  And why oh why, when I close my eyes, am I still remembering how the wet t-shirt draped across his perfectly lush dad bod after he fixed the shower for me? Every time in more excruciating detail.


  By the time I woke up this morning, I could swear I remembered the outline of a rather impressive bulge in his grey track pants as well. I’m losing my damn mind. Yeah, it’s a good thing he isn’t home this morning. My lack of a love life must be wreaking havoc with my hormones. Because surely, that's all this is?


  Once I wake up fully and down the giant cup of tea I’m brewing right now, all these inconvenient fantasies will become a thing of the past. And I’ll go back to being sensibly celibate, and he’ll go back to being my grumpy-and-hence-unattractive new roommate. And anyway, I have to set up my home office because I have deadlines coming up, so I don’t have time for this bullshit anyway.


  Keith


  Day two with Sam starts off good. I left for work early and spent the whole day trying to track down an urgent shipment of capacitors that had gone missing somewhere in transit. I was much too busy and too far away to give her much thought. And now that I'm home, she isn’t even here. Just as well.


  Damien’s predictions from last night came true as well. As I make my way through the hallway, almost tripping over a pair of fluffy pink slippers, I can feel the first hint of irritation bubble up inside my chest. The way she’s strewn her cosmetics and things across the counter in the bathroom does the rest. She’s a slob and I hate it. Awesome.


  I’ve just finished making myself a mug of instant hot chocolate, when the front door to the flat whooshes open, and I hear excited chatter in the hallway.


  Oh hell no, she’s brought over a friend. Ugh. I hate that even more.


  I instinctively look down at myself to check that I haven’t spilled any cocoa on my chest, when Sam shuffles into view backwards and I’m caught looking at her curvaceous rear. Again. This time in skin-tight denim. Groan.


  “Oh hey, Keith! Meet my long-suffering friend Megan. We were just at IKEA buying a chair for my home office setup.” Sam turns and smiles at me, sending my heart into overdrive. Argh. I guess I don’t hate her enough just yet.


  “Yeah, and you fell for their bullshit marketing and bought way too much other crap! Hi, Keith. Nice to meet you,” the much taller, much more voluptuous other woman, Megan, speaks up from the other end of the large box they’re carrying into my hallway.


  “Stop yapping, I compensated you very well with meatballs,” Sam shoots back.


  “The meatballs were for the drive back and forth. Carrying all this stuff up here deserves a little something extra,” Megan complains.


  I nod a silent greeting at her. She seems about as frustrated with Sam as I am starting to become.


  “I'll sponsor our next girls' night out at the White Hart, how about that?” Sam asks.


  “That’s fair. I’ll hold you to that,” Megan agrees.


  “Done.”


  I catch myself staring at both of them struggling with the giant box as well as a big IKEA bag of stuff on top. The size difference between them makes the box tilt dangerously to one side, almost causing the bag to slide down onto the floor. “Uhh, do you guys need a hand?”


  “Not anymore,” Megan says, while setting her end of the box down in front of Sam’s bedroom door. “And anyway, Dean has a rare night off and we’re planning to go to the movies, so I’ve got to run. Maybe Sam could use a pair of capable hands to help her put it all together, though.” She winks at Sam, who makes a face I can't quite interpret. And just like that, my doubts and anxieties from last night come rushing back.


  What did that mean? Did Sam tell her anything about how I was gawking at her in the bathroom last night? Or maybe she spotted me staring at Sam just now? They seem to have shared some kind of in-joke, and I don’t like it.


  “Okay, you better get going then, I know how much Dean hates it when you make him wait. Thanks a ton for giving me a ride today!” Sam calls after Megan, before turning to me with a bright smile on her face.


  “I’m so sorry for her attitude, that’s just her way of showing how glad she is that I finally moved out of her place. Anyway, how was work?”


  She looks at me expectantly, and suddenly I’m all out of words. Is this really a conversation people have with each other? Why does she care? "Work is work… So… Do you need any help with that, then?" I don’t even know why I’m asking. I hate putting together IKEA furniture even more than I hate messy roommates who have unexpected guests over.


  “It’s got the instructions with it. How hard can it be?” She blows a few errant locks of hair out of her face and shrugs.


  “Yeah… Okay, well… The kettle just boiled; do you want anything to drink before you start?”


  Her smile widens, which somehow makes me weak in the knees all over again. “Oh, that’s so sweet of you, thanks! I’d love a cup of tea actually. Milk, no sugar.”


  I turn around and open the cupboard. Right there in the center of the shelf awaits a humongous pink unicorn mug. That wasn’t there yet this morning! It’s pretty much the most ridiculous thing I've ever seen. Still, as I’m putting the teabag in and pouring hot water over it, I catch myself smiling down at it. This is so Sam. Bright, cheery, and completely, unnecessarily over the top.


  “Here you go.” I turn around, mug in hand, and find her unpacking the large bag.


  “Megan was right. I went a little overboard in the soft furnishings section,” Sam tells me apologetically while holding up a baby blue fluffy throw and matching velvet cushions. “But I thought the couch could really use a little something extra. What do you think?”


  I press my lips together and stare at the cushions in her hand. They’re not ugly ugly. But like… Why? What’s the point of them?


  “If you hate them, I can just put them on my bed,” she says, her eyes wide with expectation as she cocks her head to the side. And like the useless shit I am, I can’t tell her ‘no’.


  “I guess they’re okay for the couch.”


  “Whew, I wasn’t sure if you’d think I’m overstepping, decorating the common area of the flat.”


  I shrug. “It’s common, so it’s yours too.” Ugh. That’s a lie. This is my home, and she’s invading. But I just can’t bring myself to say that. Yeah, this is definitely going to make me resentful. Soon, I’ll even start to hate the sound of her breaths and footsteps. Excellent.


  Sam


  I was right. With the instructions, and powered by the much-needed dose of caffeine Keith prepared for me just now, it’s not all that hard to assemble an office chair. It takes me barely fifteen minutes before it’s done. And the small folding table I found at a nearby charity shop earlier today works perfectly as a desk. Suddenly, my room is complete. If you ignore the torn cardboard boxes and wrapping material that's covering almost the entire floor. I fold it all up and haul it out into the hallway, ready to be put into the recycling bin outside.


  From the corner of my eye, I spot Keith sitting on the couch, video game controller in hand. The cushions and throw which I’d scattered over the couch earlier are neatly stacked on top of each other in one corner. He hates them, obviously, but he’s too nice to tell me that to my face. That’s actually adorable and gives me all the warm fuzzy feels.


  No, stop it! He’s your roommate. And he’s not even your type!


  “So, I was thinking…” I start.


  Keith puts the controller down on top of the new cushion and looks up in my direction. “Yeah, what’s up?”


  “I have a deadline to hit tonight, hence the rush to get my desk set up. But tomorrow, how about I make us a nice dinner? You know… to thank you for your help with the shower yesterday,” I say.


  He makes a dismissive gesture. “That was nothing. Don’t worry about it.”


  “Still. I’ll be cooking for myself anyway. You might as well tell me what you like and I’ll make enough for the both of us.”


  Keith shrugs. “I dunno… plus, I have no idea what you like to cook.”


  “Well, what’s your favorite takeout?”


  He thinks for a moment. “Italian?”


  “Italian. I can definitely do that. Pasta, then?” I ask.


  “Okay…”


  It’s adorable how uncertain he sounds. As if he doesn’t want me to make a fuss. When I’m literally volunteering. And I’d already told him how much I enjoy cooking, anyway. He’s odd, my new roomie.


  “Okay, then. I’m going to get to work, or I’ll never finish on time. Good night!”


  “Good night,” Keith says.


  Before picking up the PlayStation controller again, he briefly smiles at me, which pretty much melts my heart. This is so stupid. The whole point of moving in here was that I wouldn’t make the same mistakes nor put myself in impossible situations which I’d have trouble getting out of again. I’m better than this; better than proving everyone right who says men and women can’t live together or befriend each other without having an ulterior motive.


  Because that's all this is. We're roommates and perhaps buddies-to-be. Nothing more.


  Still annoyed at myself, I sit down at my new work setup in a huff. But as the new chair envelops me and gives me just the right amount of lumbar support, all is forgotten. This is perfect. I’m really home now. And I can’t wait to get started on the articles I have to submit tonight. If I get them done on time, I might even have an hour or so to spend on my passion project, the partially plotted fantasy series I’ve neglected for far too long. I’ve felt a few glimmers of creativity since leaving Jasper, but tonight, the urge to pick it back up is undeniable, finally. A deep breath and few motivating affirmations later, I set my fingers down on the keyboard and get started.


  ———


  Chapter Four


  Keith


  I'm late. Later than usual. With a bit of luck, Sam will already be cooped up in her room, working towards another deadline.


  Trying my best not to announce my presence, I unlock the door so carefully, I'm even holding my breath.


  "Hey, look who finally came home!" Sam calls out from inside.


  Busted.


  That's when a mixture of tempting Mediterranean aromas reaches my nostrils, making my stomach growl. Oh crap. She remembered her promise, too.


  "Yeah… hi," I mumble.


  Sam beams at me from the open archway leading into the kitchen. Her hair, tied in a messy bun on top of her head, has already partially escaped. Tendrils of it frame her heart shaped face. She's a vision of perfection, despite or perhaps because of the smudge of tomato sauce she's somehow managed to smear across her forehead. I guess her cooking style is as chaotic as the rest of her personality.


  “Dinner is just about ready. I hope you're hungry.”


  “Wow, that smells amazing,” I say, stepping further into the apartment while I hang up my coat. The warmth from the kitchen seems to seep into my bones after a long, tiring day at work. And the food does smell a lot better than the alternative: a bag of potato chips followed by frozen pizza.


  “Thank you! I made pasta just like you said. The sauce is simple—garlic, tomatoes, a hint of basil. But I added some roasted vegetables for good measure.” She gestures toward a pot bubbling away on the stove. “And you know that café with the cute name on the High Street? Their fudge brownies are to die for. I picked us up some for dessert.”


  I blink, still uncertain about how I should be reacting to any of this. To her. “You didn’t need to make a fuss.”


  “Of course I did! After the broken shower debacle, it’s the least I could do,” she says, her cheeks slightly flushed, making her look even more radiant than normal. “Now, please tell me you’re ready to devour this. And then after that, let's relax and watch something. You have Netflix, right?”


  “Are you kidding?” I chuckle. “Of course I have Netflix.” As well as just about every other streaming service I can get my hands on.


  “Perfect! After the pasta, let's veg out and watch something.”


  She finishes plating the penne and takes her time focused on getting the garnishes just right. Watching her so intently at this moment gives me a strange mixture of feelings. It feels polite to at least acknowledge her efforts, but also super awkward. I catch myself staring at the cartoon cat emblazoned on her apron, right across her—Fuck. I'm staring right at her chest. So much for trying not to make an ass of myself tonight. Flustered, I force myself to look down and catch an eyeful of Sam's bare thighs, because she saw it fit to wear booty shorts to cook dinner. FML.


  “Here we go.” She sets two steaming bowls of pasta and the brownies down on the dining table. “Sit down! I’ll grab the drinks. Wine or beer?”


  "Uhh…" She turns and now I'm finding myself awkwardly looking down at the seductive curve of her hips. What the actual fuck is wrong with me?!


  "Never mind. I'll be right back. Oh, and don't be shy, there's plenty more where this came from."


  She's back within moments, balancing a bottle of red, two glasses, and a six-pack of beer in her arms. Luckily, she didn't seem to notice my earlier indiscretions, because she's once again smiling at me in that disarming manner of hers. If only she knew the depths of my shame…


  I jerk into action and help her deposit the drinks on the table, before settling back down and inspecting my plate. It looks fancy and smells even better now that I'm looking at it up close. She really didn't need to.


  "Wine?" she asks.


  "Nah, I'm good. I don't drink much, actually."


  "Oh, can I get you anything else? Coke, maybe?" She pushes her seat back, but I gesture at her to stay.


  "Beer is fine."


  She smiles and slides one over in my direction, before opening another can for herself. "Cheers!"


  Finally, we're tucking in. The food is as amazing as it looks. Jesus. Is there anything she isn't good at? I make sure to tell her, every two bites or so. And every time, she glances away as if she's not used to the praise. Her awkwardness about it is making me double down. She's all the more adorable when she's blushing. A part of me wonders how many times I can make her do that in a row.


  Hungry as I was, it doesn't take me long to empty my bowl. She immediately puts her fork down and reaches for it, but I rush to stop her. It's weird, how she's trying to wait on me. "Please relax, I'll get it. Shall I get a refill for you too?"


  She smiles and hands me her bowl. "Don't mind if I do! But please, don't pay attention to the mess. I'll clean it all up later!"


  "Not a chance. Whoever cooks shouldn't have to do the cleaning as well," I say, bracing myself for what I'm about to find in the kitchen. Actually, it's not so bad. Certainly not as offensive as the cosmetics situation in the bathroom. After all the effort she put into this, tidying up will be the least I can do.


  We quickly polish off the rest of the pasta. I gather up the empty dishes and carry them into the kitchen while she watches me sheepishly.


  "I'll do it. Really," she calls after me.


  I shake my head. "Absolutely not. Why don't you turn on the TV already? I'll be right out."


  After lingering in the archway that connects the kitchen and living room for a little while longer, finally Sam gives up and settles on the couch. By the time I'm done with the dishes and have arranged them all on the drying rack, she's cocooned herself in that fluffy throw she bought and propped up against a few cushions while already flipping through Netflix. I can't help but stare, just for a moment. How small she looks with her legs folded up underneath her. I guess that's why she got all that stuff; so the couch wouldn't swallow her up quite as much. I guess it was selfish of me to assume they weren't required.


  "Thanks for cleaning up." She smiles up at me and pats the sofa cushion beside her. "I see Netflix is really making a big deal of this stand-up comedy special. What do you say?"


  "I'm always ready for stand-up." But really? I'm not. I'm not ready for any of this. Sitting on the couch next to her watching TV as if it’s normal.


  "Have you heard of the guy?" She clicks on the large ad with the 'recently added' banner on it.


  "No, I haven't, must be new talent. But it looks good to me."


  She wraps herself up in the blanket even tighter and almost curls into a ball. I'm entirely unprepared for what having her barely three feet away does to me. While I'm trying my best to keep my eyes fixated on the moving images on the screen, I'm not seeing any of it. Instead, I'm observing her from the corner of my eye. How engrossed she is, how her laughter cuts through the entirely one-sided tension in the room. Every so often, a whiff of her perfume reaches my nostrils, even though the entire living area still smells of that amazing pasta…


  She's gorgeous. Inside and out. My polar opposite. With every smile and every chuckle, she brightens the darkest parts of me. Awakens things I didn't know were even there. Time flies, though I'm still only watching her. Not that she'd know. Because I'm laughing along with every punchline. Not because I appreciate the jokes, but because her enjoyment is infectious.


  The special ends much too soon. I could listen to Sam's laughter for hours and never get bored. No matter what Damien tried to convince me of the other day, I'm so damn screwed.


  "Now what?" she asks. "Wanna watch another one, or…?"


  Excellent question, because I'm totally lost. I catch myself staring down blankly at my hands.


  "Or maybe we can get to know each other better," she suggests for some reason. I can't imagine why she would want that.


  "You mentioned in your messages that you're pretty busy with work most days. What kind of job do you do, exactly?" she asks.


  I shrug. "It's just a boring old 9-to-5 at an electronic component distributor nearby."


  "Oh, are you an engineer?" she asks.


  I chuckle. "Nah, I wish. I take care of shipping, supply chain issues, that sort of thing."


  She pauses for a minute. "That's interesting…"


  "No, it really isn't!"


  My protest makes her chuckle, which in turn makes me smile too. "Yeah, no, it really isn't. But work is like that most of the time. Mine isn't interesting either," she adds.


  "Writing, you said?"


  "Yeah, I mostly write website content for companies who are exactly as boring as your employer, or worse."


  "Wow… exciting," I tease.


  She giggles, which fills me with a different warmth deep inside my chest. This is nice. Too nice. I'm supposed to develop a healthy disdain for her, create some distance between us, but she's making that pretty damn hard with every passing second.


  "Whatever pays the bills. I guess I should have asked about all the rest of it instead. Interests, hobbies."


  I make a dismissive gesture. "That's not any better. Videogames and TV, for the most part, though I do enjoy a good book every now and then too. How about you?"


  "Well, I think I mentioned in my messages already that writing is my passion. I just wish I was writing something else all day every day."


  "The fantasy novel you're working on?" I ask.


  She nods and turns in my direction, hugging one of the cushions against herself. "It's this whole epic series, full of fantastic creatures and magic. I built most of the world already, now I just have to write the stories. I was just about getting started when I had a little housing crisis…" She shrugs awkwardly.


  "I think world building is the most important part. Look at Tolkien; he spent decades fleshing out his," I remark.


  Her eyes light up again when she replies. "Tolkien was a master. I'm sure he was much more organized than I am. For me, it's been an organic process. Or, more like archeology, where you keep finding new stuff the longer you keep digging for it."


  Her voice dances through the living room, full of enthusiasm and passion as she describes the intricate world she’s been crafting. She seems to come alive, lost in her own universe, so far removed from this ordinary living room in the real world. It's mesmerizing to listen to.


  “I want to create these rich backstories for my characters, you know? They all have their motivations, dreams, and fears. The best stories are always the ones where you slowly begin to understand what drives a character,” she explains.


  I lean back against the sofa, but I can't stop watching her from the corner of my eye. Her passionate gesturing. The gleam in her eyes. “That makes sense. When you show a bit of the backstory for each character, it deepens the experience. Makes you as a reader care about what happens next, because you're already rooting for them.”


  With a soft smile, she nods. “Exactly! But sometimes while writing, you end up deep in the weeds of character backstory, and you have to remind yourself to make progress on the actual story too, otherwise it'll never get done! It’s a difficult balance to strike. I'm not sure I've figured it out yet.”


  “Do you have a detailed plan for the series yet, or is it evolving as you write?” I wonder.


  “It’s definitely evolving,” she says, her brow furrowed in concentration. “I’ve got a basic framework, but sometimes my characters just take over and lead me in unexpected directions. Like Sofia, she was supposed to be a sidekick. But then she turned out to be a royal heiress in disguise! Now, I can’t imagine the story without her and she’s taking on a more central role.”


  I chuckle. “So, you’ve lost control over your own creation?”


  “Totally! But it's the best kind of chaos.” Her laughter makes me smile again. I can’t remember the last time I felt this relaxed, this at ease with another human being. While at the same time growing so inexplicably tense, my heart might just burst out of my chest. I wonder what she'd say about my motivations, if only she knew the half of it.


  "Anyway, that's enough from me. What do you love, more than anything?" she asks.


  I'm stumped. Because… I'm not nearly that interesting. And I don't know why she'd want to know.


  "Ah, well, you've seen my Netflix suggestions by now, haven't you?" I say.


  She smiles. "Yeah, about that. I'm okay to contribute half to the subscription cost now that we're sharing it."


  I brush her offer aside. "That's really not necessary. Anyway, alongside all the sci-fi stuff you would have already spotted, I do like to watch plenty of comedy as well, the cruder the better."


  "Who's your favorite?" she asks.


  "I quite enjoy the topical stuff, you know? About current affairs, for example Sean Cleary's Weekly Windup. Have you seen it?"


  "I tend to stay away from the news. It's so depressing lately." She shrugs.


  "True, but I don't feel right not knowing anything at all. Just in case we have to prepare for a natural disaster and stock up, or—"


  "Or another bloody pandemic?" she interjects.


  "Right! So I watch his show to get the highlights. The jokes soften the blow."


  She leans back and smiles. "That is a great solution, actually! I might even join you going forward. When is it on?"


  I do a quick mental calculation. "The latest episode should have landed by now. Let me check."


  "Well, then please do the honors." She reaches for the remote control that's been lying in between us on the sofa and hands it to me. Our fingers touch ever so briefly, just as our eyes cross. And just like that, she's delivered another knock-out punch she'll never know about.


  I'm still reeling from it seconds later, when she jerks away and sits bolt upright. "Jesus, I totally forgot!"


  "W–what?" I stammer.


  "The brownies! I forgot our dessert!" Sam jumps up, leaving the fluffy blanket crumpled in an unceremonious pile half on the floor, and heads straight for the dining table.


  And I'm left rubbing the little spot on my index finger, which still tingles from our unintended contact. Our conversation just now almost tried to lull me into a false sense of comfort. This is not okay. I'm still not okay around her. Probably never will be.


  By the time she returns with the cardboard pastry box, two plates, and two spoons, I force myself to make more polite conversation to distract from all these impossible feelings.


  "From the coffee shop, you said?" I ask.


  She nods. "Coffee to the Rescue, yeah. Megan has been going there for years and knows Alice, the owner, pretty well too."


  "I heard it's good, but I'm not really into coffee."


  "It's not good, it's amazing! Especially the baked goods. They recently expanded and started selling more food, so clearly it's been a hit." Sam carefully places one of the perfectly fudgy looking treats on a small plate, and hands it to me.


  "I hope you like it." There's something weird in her eyes, and in her tone. Like she really means it, though I can't imagine why. Isn't it good enough that she likes it? Getting a portion for me was just a formality, nothing more.


  "Thanks," I mumble, before hitting 'play' on the remote. Sean Cleary, please save me from myself!


  ———


  Chapter Five


  Sam


  A whole week has passed since I first moved in, and Keith and I are getting along great. He goes to work every day, while I work from home. In the evening, I make us something for dinner, and afterwards, he does the dishes before we settle down for a movie. Or sometimes we just hang out on the couch with him playing a video game and me reading a book. Whatever we’re doing, it’s a perfectly comfortable dynamic that seems to work for both of us.


  And during those lulls between paid work while he’s at the office, I’ve even picked up my fantasy project again. One morning, the words just started to flow, and before I knew it, my new main character Sofia had a larger than life love interest with some serious protector vibes.


  So there’s the hitch. I’m so obsessed with Keith, he’s even starting to appear in my imagination. If only he knew, he’d have a good old laugh at me. Or worse. It would make everything weird and uncomfortable and ruin the understanding we're starting to develop.


  But despite my best efforts, Keith is always on my mind even when we’re apart. And I find myself shooting little glances his way when we’re in the same room together. More awkward still, I’m caught in competition with myself. While I'm berating myself and my stupid school girl crush all day long, it's as if my subconscious is constantly trying to get his attention. Just like that first night in the bathroom. Another one of those stares would set my world on fire. But, he’s been really careful, or just not interested, no matter how skimpily I’ve dressed around the house. To him, I’m just his roommate. As I should be. To me, he’s quickly becoming my world. And I just can’t have that. I need a change. Something else to focus on.


  Luckily, I knew exactly who to call and what to do. It's time for a girls' night out before my attention seeking behavior completely gets on Keith's nerves.


  As I walk into the White Hart, I take a deep breath, letting the familiar pub aroma fill my lungs. This place has been Megan's favorite after-hours hang-out ever since she and Dean got together, and it does have a certain charm. It’s the kind of place that exudes old world warmth, with dim lighting and a buzz of chatter that wraps around you like a well-worn blanket. I don't go out often, but I always enjoy coming here with her. I’ve even incorporated a little inn very similar to it in my story world.


  My eyes quickly scan the room and find her already perched at the bar, her black curls bouncing as she turns to greet me with a warm hug.


  “There you are, finally!” she says.


  “Hey! Sorry I’m late. I was working on my series and lost track of time,” I reply, sidling up to the bar beside her. It was difficult, tearing myself away from the developing romantic tension between Sofia and my as yet unnamed male lead. Kenneth, maybe. No, that’s too on the nose. The parallels between this new subplot in my story and my real life situation aren’t lost on me.


  “You’re writing again! Do tell me more.” Megan beams.


  “I am, yes! It’s slow going, but it’s a start,” I mumble. “I’m just glad I’ve got any inspiration at all, after the dry spell I’ve just gone through.”


  “I hear you. Everyone always thinks it’s such a great job, being a writer. They don’t realize how much it takes it out of you sometimes. I don’t know how you do it for fun after doing it for profit all day as well. I could never do that.”


  “Yep. So true.”


  Alexis gives me an obligatory nod from behind the bar once she spots me.


  “Hey Sam. What can I get ya?” she asks, her tone clipped. She's become even less sociable ever since she’s had the baby. I don’t take it to heart; in fact, I’m glad she’s changing the topic for me.


  “Two gin and tonics, please,” Megan orders, flashing her sweetest smile at Alexis. "It's Sam's treat, so I'm making it count."


  “Make it two squeezes of lime in mine, please,” I chime in.


  Alexis nods and starts on our drinks. “Hey, Megan, I don't know if Dean mentioned it to you yet, but you might want to grab a ticket for the comedy night next week.”


  Megan perks up, leaning closer. “Ah yes, Dean said something about that. Told me to ask you for details. Who’s performing?”


  Alexis rolls her eyes. "Typical Dean. Oh well, at least he remembered at all. So, we've got a comedian. It's not important who it is. Trust me when I say it's going to be worth your while, though."


  I frown and shoot a confused look Megan's way. If Alexis is trying to get these tickets sold, she's doing a terrible job. Megan is frowning too, until suddenly, her entire face lights up. "It's Sean, isn't it, Alexis? Come on, you can tell us!"


  “Keep that shit quiet!” Alexis huffs, glancing around the bar as if she’s revealed state secrets. “But yes, it’s Sean.”


  “Sean, who?” I ask, even more confused. If he's a regular performer at the pub, I'm shocked I'm only finding out about it now. What a weird thing for Megan to keep secret. Why have we never gone to any of the previous shows, or why hasn’t she at least mentioned them? Alexis, meanwhile, is shooting daggers out of her eyes trying to shut our conversation down. She's really in a mood today.


  Megan leans in my direction and tries but fails to keep her excitement under control.


  “Oh my God, Sam! You're not going to want to miss this. This isn't going to be your average improv or open-mic night. Alexis, count me in. How much are they? Just put it on my tab, okay?”


  "Fifteen per. One ticket, noted." Alexis puts our drinks down with a little more heft than necessary. Luckily nothing sloshes out. Then she stares another warning at Megan and leaves us to serve another group of customers.


  "Will you tell me already who the hell this Sean is?" I whisper-shout at her.


  "Oh, only Home TV's reigning champion of news satire, that's who."


  "No!" I gasp. Not Sean Cleary, Keith's favorite comedian?


  "Yes!"


  I turn and find Alexis in the process of tapping two pints. I frantically wave at her to get her attention. “Hey, Alexis, I'm going to need a couple of those tickets as well once you're done with those drinks!”


  "A couple of tickets?" Megan bumps her shoulder into mine. "Thinking of bringing a date, are we?"


  "Shut up, it's nothing like that."


  "You're going to ask Keith along," she concludes, a knowing smile playing on her lips.


  "Yeah, so? He happens to be a fan." I shrug.


  "That's all? He's a fan? No other reason?" she asks. Ugh. She's insufferable.


  "No, why would there be any other reason? He's my roommate. He enjoys the man's material. It's a nice thing to do, getting a ticket for him as well. Does it need to be any more complicated than that?"


  "It doesn't need to be, but it could be." Megan winks at me.


  "I'm not about that. We're living together. It's perfectly innocent—" And I literally came out tonight to get away from my inconvenient preoccupation with him. Now Megan is bringing Keith into our girls' night out as well? Fucking perfect.


  "There's nothing innocent about how you look at him. You can't even say his name or talk about him without blushing from ear to ear," she says.


  I reach for my face, which is definitely heating up. "I'm not blushing, I'm just… It's pretty warm in here and gin tends to do that to me."


  "You've had one sip. It wasn't the gin."


  "I don't know what your problem is. We're roommates. Sure, there are certain benefits to that—" I mumble.


  "I knew it!"


  "Platonic benefits! Like, occasionally enjoying a movie together, or indeed a comedy show. Or sharing a meal, after which he does the washing up. But that's really—"


  "Roommates with benefits," Megan muses. "While I like the sound of that, maybe you need to figure out if this goes any deeper than that."


  "I'm off men, remember?" I ask.


  "For how long?"


  "For as long as it takes," I insist.


  "The thing with Jasper was a shit show, I know. But they're not all like that. Dean certainly isn’t. I don't think Keith would be like that either," she says, her tone suddenly growing serious.


  What does she know about it? What does she know about anything? She fell into a fairytale romance with Dean. From one day to the next, suddenly I hear she has a serious boyfriend who is just perfect for her. Life isn't like that for most of us. She's the exception, not the rule.


  "Jasper was…" I sigh. "I should have known better then, and I've learned my lesson now."


  "And that lesson is?"


  "I'm off men until I'm good and ready. I should have never gotten into a relationship without figuring myself out first. No wonder he—" I let my voice trail off, before completing that sentence. It's still too painful. I haven't even been able to say most of it out loud. Especially not how wild he got when I was packing up my things to leave. For a moment there, I feared the worst… Luckily, he turned out to be full of hot air and empty threats.


  "That wasn't your fault. However things turned out between you wasn't your fault." She reaches over and puts her hand on my arm. I appreciate the gesture and the words, but they feel hollow anyway. Things may not have been my fault, directly. But, it was still my responsibility not to let it happen. Or to let it continue for so long. Indirectly, I played a big part in everything that went wrong, and I'm determined not to let history repeat itself. Especially since I got plenty of warning, and I chose not to listen to any of it.


  "Forget it, let's talk about something else. How's the puppy?" I ask.


  Megan smiles briefly, then stretches out her right foot. "See those marks? That's what Max has been up to all week. I've had to hide every single one of my shoes. Meanwhile, he doesn't bloody touch Dean's work boots at all! I guess they aren't soft and chewy enough."


  I snort into my drink. "Brilliant. Your dog has expensive tastes, just like you."


  "Don't I know it."


  Keith


  “So, how’s it going with the new roommate?” Damien asks.


  I give him a suspicious side-eye, but he looks perfectly innocent, taking a sip of his cappuccino. It's been a few months since we last met in person, but he finally called to say he had some time between shoots this weekend. It's very out of character, two of us catching up over coffee like a bunch of old ladies. I wouldn't even have known what place to suggest, if it wasn't for Sam singing the praises of this coffee shop near our flat.


  “She’s annoying like you predicted. Leaves her stuff everywhere, uses the kitchen and bathroom all hours of the night, even falls asleep on the damn couch right in the middle of whatever we're watching…”


  “Uh-huh. So… Crisis averted?”


  I make a face. As if. “She prepares a homemade dinner almost every evening. For the both of us. Dirties an absolute metric ton of dishes every time, which I then have to wash and put away.”


  “That’s nice.”


  Nice? No, it’s terrible. She’s making herself indispensable, buying my favorite foods and brewing the best cups of tea or hot chocolate I've ever had. And what’s worse is she cooks dinner in her pajamas. Which aren’t really pajamas; they’re tiny little shorts and strappy tank tops in all shades of the rainbow, barely contained by the silly apron with the cartoony cat logo across her chest. And she looks so hot like that, every time I accidentally look in her direction, I don’t know what to do with myself.


  “There’s always so much hair in the drain, you’d think she’s opened a dog grooming salon in there while I was out at work,” I complain.


  Damien snorts into his coffee. “Tell me about it. Jill’s hair ends up absolutely bloody everywhere. In the drain, on the pillow, on the floor. The other day I found one wrapped around my toothbrush.”


  “That’s disgusting.”


  “That’s just something you need to accept when living with long-haired people. Whether men or women. Next time you put up an ad for a roommate, specify you want someone with short hair, or someone bald, ideally.” Damien slides an open packet of potato chips at me across the table.


  I grumble a few choice words while stuffing some into my mouth. First time I’ve eaten any junk since Sam started cooking and doing most of the groceries. It’s not even that she doesn’t buy things like this. We have loads at home—she stocked up on all my favorites without me even asking for it. And they’re all lying around untouched, because frankly I’d much prefer to eat whatever she prepares… Indispensable.


  I push the packet away from me and wash them down with a sip of hot chocolate. “Why do we even eat these? They’re so oily and salty; they kind of suck.”


  Damien chuckles. “Who the hell are you and what have you done with Keith?”


  “I know! This is what I’ve been trying to tell you all this time. It’s all her. I don’t even know who I am anymore!”


  “I think it’s a good thing. You’re eating healthier; you’re actually interacting with another human being every day. Remember when we lived together and you'd basically ignore me whenever I was home? You're even learning how to talk to women…”


  “I don’t want to be interacting with anyone every day. I fucking hate people! And don’t even blame me for how things were before you moved out; you’d spend
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