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    Roommates Shelby, David, and Elliot have always gotten along fabulously, but lately all of those annoying little quirks are rubbing nerves raw. Once Shelby commits the mother of all bad-roommate infractions, the three decide it’s time to come up with a solution or call it quits.




    Now there are rules and there are consequences for breaking those rules. On the day David tells Shelby that her consequence is to play dress up and scrub the kitchen floor, she’s had enough – but David is just getting started. What started off as a silly way to keep each other in line quickly turns into a game to see how far David and Shelby can push each other behind Elliot’s back.  




    They can’t keep their dirty little secrets from Elliot forever, and when he finds out what’s been going on under his nose, he has a few consequences of his own.
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    Prologue




    It started with a bottle of scotch.




    No, it’s not what you think. This isn’t some “one time I was so drunk” story. It could very well have started with shampoo or coffee or something equally insignificant. It just so happened that it was a bottle of scotch.




    It was Friday night. As a rule, I got the house to myself on Friday night. My roommates would go together or go their separate ways to drink or fuck or whatever, and I would have friends over for drinks. I loathed bars and pubs, and so the living room in our Wilder Street rental would become the hub of my social life.




    On that particular night, about an hour after the liquor stores closed, someone elbowed the bottle of rum off the end table. It smashed and the liquid sloshed everywhere. Fortunately, we were all still sober enough to clean it up without cutting open any major arteries, but in the end we were left with no liquor save for a bottle of Irish cream I used for baking.




    ‘I’ll just check upstairs,’ I said. I hated going into either David or Elliot’s private space, but the only other option was to go out to the clubs. I knew one of my roommates probably had a bottle of something hidden away for special occasions.




    In David’s closet, stuffed in a winter boot, I found a bottle of scotch.




    There was nothing special about the bottle. I didn’t notice that it was 30 years old. Why would I? Scotch was scotch. We could use this as a mix, and I could replace it in the morning. I never would have taken it if I had known it cost what it did, and more importantly why David had such an expensive bottle of booze in his closet.




    I found out at about noon the next day. I was still sleeping it off in my snug bed when the shouting woke me up. I was about to get up and tell them to keep their video game racket down when David stormed into my bedroom. He had the boot in one hand and the empty bottle in the other.




    He shook the bottle and the boot at me. ‘Did you take it from my closet?’




    I rubbed my dark, purple-streaked hair out of my eyes and scowled. ‘Yeah, sorry, I was desperate. As soon as I get some coffee in me I’ll run out and replace it.’




    ‘You’ll replace –’ David stopped forming words and just started sputtering. He managed to collect himself and glared at me, lips white and pressed together. After a moment of seething, he held up the bottle. ‘Do you know what this is? Or was?’




    ‘Delicious?’




    I looked past the raging blond imbecile at the foot of my bed to Elliot. It was his expression, hand over his mouth so he looked like he was all beard, that alerted me that this was more than just your average invasion of privacy. This was a fuck-up, and it was a grand one.




    David’s words hissed through his clenched teeth. ‘This was 36 years old. I bought it for my father’s retirement. It cost a thousand dollars.’




    ‘Oh. Fuck.’




    David looked like he wanted to murder me. I wanted to throw the blanket over my head and sink into the mattress to whatever magical other world existed on the other side.




    ‘Oh fuck is right. Oh fuck is beyond right.’




    ‘I’ll pay you back.’




    ‘How?’




    ‘I have savings.’




    ‘How much?’




    Christ, why did I moan about my finances to my roommates? David knew I only had a few hundred dollars in my account. This is why I didn’t bother to respond.




    He sputtered again, and turned to Elliot, who just shrugged. I suspect Elliot was just glad it wasn’t him who had done the fuck-up.




    ‘Really, David, I’ll pay you back. It’ll just take me some time.’




    ‘And what am I supposed to do for Pop’s gift now, huh? I took all those extra shifts so I could afford to buy this.’




    ‘Hey, man,’ Elliot said, stepping forward. ‘Don’t worry about it. I’ll get it and she can pay me back.’




    ‘That’s not the point!’




    The boot flew across the room and bounced off my closet door, leaving a black mark on the wood. I cowered back, worried that he’d throw the bottle next, but Elliot got hold of him. He grasped David by the shoulders and led him out the door.




    Moments later, I heard the shouting rise up from downstairs. I threw the blanket over my head but didn’t descend into a magical no-fuck-up world. I just burst into tears.




    There I remained, sniffling into my pillow. The whole thing was soaked by the time I heard footsteps coming up the stairs. The shouting had stopped and Elliot’s knock was gentle. I didn’t respond, and after calling my name he pushed the door open.




    ‘You want to come downstairs?’




    ‘No.’




    ‘Shelby, we really need to talk things out.’




    ‘No, we don’t. David hates my guts now and he’s totally right to do it.’




    He said nothing, then I heard a bumping sound. I flopped over to make a hole I could peek out of, and saw him still standing there. He had pushed the door wide open.




    God , it was pathetic. Like I was five and had to be coaxed out of my room after a scolding, which is basically true, save for the age thing.




    ‘If you don’t come down, that’s fine, but we really need to sort all this out.’




    He left me there, the open door taunting me as his boots stomped back down the stairs. As miserable as I was, part of me seethed. How many times did I have to tell him to take his boots off and stop scuffing the wood?




    It was another few minutes before I could bring myself to get out of bed. I picked up David’s boot and left it in front of his bedroom door, then tiptoed downstairs.




    Both David and Elliot were silent. David sat in front of the TV with his game controller in his hands, his thumbs twitching madly as he took out his aggression on subterranean mutant cannibals. Elliot was in the dining room in front of his computer.




    The floor creaked under my feet. David didn’t look at me, but Elliot stood.




    ‘Hey, you hungry? I ordered Chinese for supper.’




    Keeping up with the scolded child shtick, I just shrugged. I couldn’t help it. I could feel the anger emanating off David and it made me feel so small.




    ‘Dave, set the table,’ Elliot said calmly.




    ‘Set it yourself.’




    ‘Set the table before I come over there and break the fucking television.’




    As you may have guessed, Elliot was the tame one and David was the hothead. If Elliot dropped an f-bomb when he was sober, you knew he meant business. I knew it and David knew it, and so David pressed “pause” on his game and groaned to his feet.




    Elliot dropped onto the sofa and changed the television to cable, then nodded at me to take the seat at the other end. I sat, miserable and scratching my itchy eyes, as we watched a sitcom and listened to David slam cutlery and dishes around.




    He returned and grabbed the remote from Elliot’s arm of the chair, then flicked the television back to his game. ‘Table’s set.’




    Elliot simply took back the remote and turned off the television. He pointed to the recliner. ‘Sit.’




    Sit David did, his arms crossed over his chest and his mouth taut. I curled my feet under my ass, and Elliot scooted to the end of his seat.




    ‘OK, guys, here’s the deal. It’s no secret we’ve been getting on each other’s nerves lately.’




    I had imagined this exact scenario as I’d cried into my pillow a little while ago. One of us would be moving out, probably me. There’d be a nasty battle over the security deposit. There would be bickering over who owned what – I’d be damned before I let them have my crockpot; I didn’t care if they did use it for wing night.




    Elliot went on. ‘Now, we’re all in the same boat. We’d all need to find new roommates if we decided to call it quits. I don’t know about you guys, but I really don’t want to have to waste my time looking for another Gerry-of-the-mail-order-brides.’




    I shook my head. ‘And I don’t want to end up with something like Greta.’




    Greta was the last girl I’d roomed with. She genuinely believed that the bowl she made at the pottery café was possessed by an Egyptian pharaoh and that his ghost was sexing her up at night.




    Holding on to his silence, David merely scowled. Elliot raised his brows. ‘Seriously? You can’t tell me that Shelby drinking your thousand-dollar bottle of whiskey is worse than the guy you lived with who secretly emailed every girlfriend you brought over and told her you had an STI.’




    Even David couldn’t argue with that. He looked at me for the first time, his eyes shooting daggers for a few moments before rolling up. He uncrossed his arms and sank back. ‘What’s your solution?’




    ‘House rules.’




    I groaned and David cursed. The one thing we agreed upon three years ago was that we would have no house rules. We were adults. We didn’t need house rules, goddamn it.




    Until someone drank a thousand-dollar bottle of scotch, apparently.




    Elliot held up his hands. ‘I’m serious. We all do things that piss the others off, things that we could just stop doing.’




    This was true. Elliot left his boots wherever he took them off, and also he apparently suffered the inability to clean his black whiskers out of the sink after shaving. David shouted in the middle of the night while playing his video games, and he was guilty of making his coffee in my coffee pot instead of his. I loathed the taste of hazelnut, which was all he drank.




    For my part, I had a tendency to “borrow” things: phones, toiletries, boxers to wear to bed. I’d not once unloaded the dishwasher or scrubbed the bathroom. My justification for the latter was that my aim was perfect, so I shouldn’t be held accountable for any grossness in that room.




    ‘We’ll never keep it up,’ I said. ‘We’ve nagged one another hundreds of times and it never works.’




    ‘So we try something new.’




    Elliot got up and disappeared into the kitchen. Left alone with David, I peered at him. He was still visibly pissed, shaking one leg to rock madly in the chair, very deliberately not looking at me again.




    ‘We need motivation not to piss one another off.’ Elliot had returned with three large mason jars we used for mixing booze during parties. He laid them out on the coffee table. ‘We each have a container, and in these containers we put in the consequences for our actions. We make a reasonable list of things we could stop doing, like, say I –’




    ‘Take your boots off when you come in?’




    He gave me a sheepish grin. ‘Exactly. So I come in and Shelby sees me with my boots on. She reminds me that I’m not supposed to be doing it, but rather than growling at one another like we always do, I have to take a consequence out of Shelby’s jar.’




    David leant forward, his expression dubious. ‘What kind of consequences?’




    ‘Anything, as long as it doesn’t put the other person in danger.’




    ‘Or is too embarrassing,’ I added. ‘I mean, I wouldn’t make a consequence out of having one of you mow the lawn in my underwear.’




    ‘Why not?’ David aimed a sneer at me. ‘I say the more embarrassing, the better. That’ll keep some people from mucking around with stuff that’s not theirs, if they know they have something really awful coming to them.’




    ‘He has a point, but so does Shelby. Anything outside of the house has to be discreet. Anything inside the house, do your worst.’




    Elliot delved into the drawer in the side table next to him. Once he’d produced a yellow notepad, he tore a piece of paper off and handed it to me. He did the same for David, then passed us two pens.




    I didn’t care for the gleeful look David shot me as he leant forward.




    I flattened my paper on the space before me. ‘All right, boys, prepare to get in touch with your feminine sides.’




    Fifteen minutes later, the jars were full. I had produced a package of Sharpies and drew little bubble hearts on my jar. David emblazoned his with a blue maple leaf for his favourite hockey team, while Elliot drew Thor’s hammer and a bunch of lightning bolts. We lined them up along the counter, neatly snug between the two coffee makers, and stood shoulder to shoulder looking at them.




    ‘There,’ Elliot said as he crossed his arms over his broad chest, ‘that should make things a little more bearable.’




    ‘Sure,’ David replied in a mumble.




    He was probably thinking the same thing I was: that once the high of plotting against one another wore off, this was a bad, bad idea.
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