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For anyone who’s survived a roommate from hell. 
May you never have to label your food again.
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The sound came again: A soft, metallic clink on the far side of the bedroom. 

Nya tried to open her eyes, but they were too heavy.

She tried to roll over in bed, but her muscles refused to obey. Even her tongue felt like it had been glued to the roof of her mouth.

Clink, clink. 

Adrenaline prickled through her veins. Her heart hammered in her chest, an impossibly fast tempo while the rest of her stayed sluggish and slow. 

Why couldn’t she wake up? Why couldn’t she move? What time was it? 

She managed to force her eyelids open, but it made no difference. She couldn’t see anything. The bedroom was pitch dark. 

Clink, clink.

Oh, god. She knew the sound now. It was her bedroom doorknob, jiggling back and forth. 

He was trying to get into her room.

Again. 

The realization moved through her murky brain like a slippery fish. Tiny white dots clouded her field of vision, thick as snow, no matter how much she blinked.

Had he drugged her this time?

The panic pulsed harder, pushing her to get out of bed. To run. To scream. To do something. But all she could do was lie there, leaden legs tangled uselessly in the sheets. 

Was the dresser still pushed against the door? 

No. She knew it wasn’t. 

Was this how she was going to die? 

You should’ve gotten out while you had the chance, bebé, Jade’s voice whispered through her thoughts, sad and solemn. Nobody can help you now.

Nya’s heart squeezed in her chest. “Help!” The word, meant to come out as a scream, dribbled out of her mouth in a quiet splutter. 

Click.

She heard the bedroom doorknob turn.

Then the door opened with a whoosh. 

No, no, no. Oh god, no. 

Oblivion was pulling her back under, no matter how hard she tried to fight it. 

Her panicked thoughts skittered just out of reach. 

The last thing she heard before the darkness closed in was the sound of his footsteps, moving toward her bed.
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Two Months Earlier

Nya’s pilgrimage from Clearwater, Idaho to Boise was usually her favorite day of the year.

The lonely, five-hour drive sans air conditioning was grueling, and she was never sure whether the old 1995 Honda Civic was going to make it. The bucket of junk dripped oil and was missing its back bumper. The wind whipped through the open windows the whole way, the dry August heat slightly less awful than the alternative of baking alive in a speeding convection oven. 

But when the rural county highways finally spilled into the city, she’d find the bustling college town waiting for her with its stately buildings named after beloved professors, treasure troves of books, and throngs of students. 

This year was different. This year, a tug of homesickness stayed with Nya while she drove. When a sign that read “Boise, 34 miles” came into view, she was suddenly afraid she might cry. It’s just a semester, she told herself firmly, blinking away the tears so she could focus on the road. Suck it up, buttercup. 

No part of the homesickness was for the pristine, rural farmhouse she’d driven away from in Clearwater four hours earlier. Or her parents. 

I can’t imagine what you’ve racked up in debt, chasing those worldly ambitions, her mother had said disdainfully that morning before she drove away. Not I love you. Not I’m proud of you for being the first person in our entire family tree to go to college. Not drive safe and call us when you get to Boise. Just a quick, passive-aggressive jab and a tight-lipped frown.

While other parents crowed over their first-generation college students, Nya’s parents cried actual tears that their only daughter was obstinately headed back to the den of sin, aka Boise State University, for her final semester to complete her Bachelor of Nursing Science degree. Instead of staying in rural Idaho to farm, worship, and pop out babies like God—and Blood of the Lamb Church—intended. 

What she’d really be homesick for this year was Jade. 

Jade, with her loud, honking laugh that made no sense with her petite frame and tiny rosebud lips. Jade, who had brought home endless peanut butter malts from the Burger Shack where she worked part-time after classes. Jade, whose quick wit and sharp tongue never lashed out at the people she loved. Jade, who did the best impression of Nya’s parents to make her laugh whenever the odd letter full of Bible verses arrived. Jade, who was smart, kind, and empathetic. Jade, who, if Nya was being honest, was her only real friend.

Jade, who had graduated a semester early and was living at her grandmother’s house in Indiana, starting her first job as a nurse.

Seriously. Suck it up, Nya chided herself more firmly. Jade wasn’t dead. She was just a phone call away. When Nya graduated in December with her own nursing degree, the plan was that she would sell her old Honda—it would never survive the thirty-hour drive—and buy a one-way Greyhound ticket to Indy. Then she and Jade would pick up right where they left off as roommates and, hopefully, coworkers. 

The road crested to reveal a distant glimpse of the tree-studded Boise Valley. She’d be there soon.

A quick glance in the rearview mirror made her wince. She’d kept the windows rolled down for the entire car ride to survive the sweltering heat. Now, her long, wild brown hair gave the word windswept a whole new meaning. Dark bags rimmed her tired eyes. A red rash of sunburn bloomed across her cheek on the driver’s side where the sun had been beating all afternoon. The cheap foundation she’d dabbed on this morning had turned into a cakey, uneven mess that looked more like a skin condition than makeup. 

So much for making a good first impression. 

Sidney, Nya reminded herself for the umpteenth time. Sidney Holcote. Or maybe Holcomb. The only thing Nya really knew about her was that she was into drum circles. Her Meta profile photo showed a cluster of hipsters gathered on a dirty rug, each holding a small, colorful drum in their lap. The girl in the center of the photo—Sidney—had curly red hair and an ultra-realistic tattoo of a cat on her bare shoulder. Her eyes were closed, her lips partly open in a soft smile, her hands mid-beat on the drum she held. 

Sidney was no Jade, but she looked nice enough. Or at least interesting. But the only thing that really mattered to Nya was that Sidney was advertising the second bedroom of a house near campus for half the price of anything she’d seen all summer. And she’d looked, scouring the student housing boards and Meta Marketplace. 

The housing search had consumed her every break at the Taco Tienda in Clearwater, where she’d worked for the summer. And she’d lost count of how many times she’d hidden in the bathroom stalls at Blood of the Lamb Church to sneak a look at her phone and comb through new listings. Nya dutifully attended services each Monday, Wednesday, Friday, and Sunday. Not because she wanted to, but because that was the only way her parents had agreed to let her move back home from college for the summer without tacking on rent.  

It was in the church bathroom where she’d finally found Sidney’s rental listing. It had been posted just five minutes earlier. Nya had sent Sidney a message on the app right away, shocked when she replied almost immediately with a winky emoji and a message that said, “Can’t believe someone else wants to live in this hole. Venmo first month’s rent and it’s all yours.”

The whole transaction happened so fast that when Nya returned to the pew, her parents didn’t even realize she’d been in the bathroom longer than usual.

Nya tried to remember the way her stomach had flip-flopped with nervous excitement when she saw that gloriously cheap rental she could actually afford. 

Right now, all she could feel were the nerves.

The narrow rural highway abruptly opened up to four lanes, indicating she had crossed into Boise city limits. 

“It’s going to be fine,” Nya told herself firmly, but the sound of her voice was barely audible beneath the rush of hot wind and the rattle of the old car.
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The rental house was as ugly as it was inexpensive. 

Nya had expected that much. 

What she hadn’t expected was the knot of dread that tightened in her stomach when she laid eyes on it for the first time. 

She already knew that the house would be in rough shape from the photos she’d seen. You got what you paid for. But that didn’t explain the warning bells clanging in her gut.

Suck it up, buttercup, Nya chided herself as she brought the old Honda to a shuddering stop and stared out the open window. At least it came furnished. It could be worse.

Her gut wasn’t convinced. The house looked like a project for HGTV’s Teardown Turnaround. Still, things could always be worse. It was the one life lesson her parents taught her that Nya intended to carry with her out into the world.

The nicotine-yellow rental had peeling brown trim, dusty black shutters, and crumbling cement steps leading to a small, raised porch. One side of the stair railing was missing. Splintered, like something—or someone—had been shoved through the rotting wood. 

A rickety once-white lattice wrapped around the bottom of the porch. It might have looked okay if it weren’t for a smattering of wide, gaping holes that looked like missing teeth. Had an animal done that? Nya grimaced. 

A window AC unit had been wedged crookedly through one of the front windows. Despite the sweltering late-August afternoon, it was silent. With its banged-up, misshapen vents and rusted body crammed into the window frame at an angle, it looked like it had died trying to escape the ramshackle house. 

Trickles of sweat dripped down Nya’s back. Whether or not that air conditioning unit worked, it had to be cooler inside the house than it was in the car. 

Nya clicked off the radio she hadn’t realized was still playing beneath the sound of the wind. Then she grabbed her pillow and duffel bag, propped up next to her like a passenger in the front seat. No sense in making another trip back outside to the car in this heat. She could carry everything she owned easily enough. 

As she shut the car door behind her, she caught her reflection in the cracked driver’s side mirror and winced. 

There was no fixing this windblown-bumpkin look without a shower.

You’ll fit right in with the house, she scolded the girl staring back at her in the reflection of the dusty mirror. 

Half-open mini-blinds covered the narrow window beside the front door. One side of the blinds was compressed, like fingers were holding it down. For a second, Nya thought it might be Sidney peeking out. However, as she got closer, she realized the blinds were just bent that way.

Nya hefted the duffel on her shoulder and picked her way along the short pathway leading to the front door. A graceless mulberry tree hunched over the path, offering a patch of shade. The lowest branches brushed the cement, forcing Nya to duck while she tried to avoid the smears of dark berries rotting on the uneven pavement. 

The sticky, splotchy juice looked a little like dried blood. Just a shade too dark. 

The image turned Nya’s stomach. Blood didn’t bother her, but it did make her think about the expensive Advanced Human Anatomy book she’d have to purchase this semester. Three hundred and twenty dollars—and that was used, if she could get to the book sale tomorrow before all the pre-owned copies sold out. 

Most of her other professors had made the switch to e-textbooks—or offered that option, at least. Not Professor Stern. He’d written the textbook himself—and did not offer a digital version. It was like his name had given him no choice but to become a stick in the mud. A note on the syllabus warned, “Studies show that readers retain information better from physical texts. If you disagree, I encourage you to choose another class session.” 

There was no other class session. 

Everything will work out, she told herself firmly, repositioning the duffel bag onto one hip so she could ring the cracked doorbell of the house. Its surrounding plate was rusted and worn, with chipped yellowing paint flaking from the wall. Did it even work?

Nya hesitated before pressing down on the dingy white button, wishing more than anything that Jade—not drum-circle Sidney—was waiting for her inside the dismal house. The rundown rambler she’d called home for the past three years of college wasn’t much nicer than this place. But it didn’t matter, because she’d shared it with her best friend.

The plan was that Jade would move out of her grandmother’s house as soon as Nya graduated, and put in a good word for her at Interim Health. Then, in a few years, Nya would somehow pay off her crippling student loans, work her way up to day shifts, and never think about Idaho again.

Just four more months. 

The doorbell cracked under her finger but didn’t ring. 

Nya knocked loudly, feeling the beads of sweat drip faster down her back. 

When nobody answered, she knocked again, then pressed her ear to the door and listened for any sound from inside. Where was Sidney?

Thump, thump, thump.

It was the soft cadence of a drum, coming from inside the house. 

Nya knocked one more time, four hard, loud raps that hurt her knuckles. Then she twisted the doorknob. 

The hinges whined in protest but opened, revealing a dark entryway and a glimpse of a kitchen and living room. The steady thumping was louder now and weirdly mesmerizing. The drumbeats were coming from down the hallway. Sidney must not have been able to hear her knocks over the sound of the drum. 

A skunky, sour odor lingered in the stale air. Nya wrinkled her nose and coughed. Weed, definitely. But something else, too. Old food? Mildew? The dimly lit kitchen at the end of the entryway was cluttered with dishes, piles of trash, and an old microwave hanging open atop the yellow fridge. That explained at least some of the smell. Sidney seemed like a slob, but Nya could deal with that. Jade wasn’t exactly a neat freak. 

Anyway, it was a little cooler than outside. That was something. When night fell, she could open a window. 

It’ll be fine, she told herself again, then gingerly stepped onto the linoleum. The pattern—repeating yellow sunbursts and brown squares—held a sort of vintage charm, despite its peeling corners.

A pair of cheap black flip-flops lay strewn across her path. Nya considered removing her own sandals, but the thought of walking barefoot on the dirty brown carpet was too much.

As her eyes adjusted to the dim lighting, the intricate wallpaper in the kitchen and sitting area came into focus. Nya finally smiled. Like the linoleum, it had a repeating pattern of sunbursts and geometric shapes. With a little elbow grease, the inside of the house could actually be pretty comfortable. Worn-down vintage chic. 

The floor creaked with each step as she made her way down the hall toward the sound of the drum. The duffel bag was getting heavy. There was one closed door, kitty-corner from an open door across the hall. At the end was another closed door. 

Nya stopped in front of the first door and listened. The drumbeats were coming from inside. This must be Sidney’s bedroom. Should she knock? Was it weirder to interrupt the drumming or just start unpacking without saying hello? A quick peek across the hall revealed that the partially-open door was an empty bedroom. 

As Nya shifted her weight and turned around, part of the duffel hit the wall with a loud thunk. The drum beat suddenly stopped, replaced by unsteady footsteps.  

Nya swallowed and repositioned the duffel and pillow to her hip, combing her fingers through her tangled, messy hair. She pasted a smile on her face, ready to offer an apology for not knocking loudly enough earlier. 

The bedroom door swung open and the apology died on her lips. 

Nya thrust the duffel in front of her protectively and took a hesitant step backward. The person standing in the dimly lit bedroom doorway wasn’t a tattooed hipster girl with long red hair. 

Instead, it was a tall man with a pair of headphones in one hand. His greasy, rust-colored hair hung limply to his shoulders. His eyes darted back and forth, like a rodent’s. Were they actually black, or were his pupils just completely dilated? 

“Hey, pretty girl,” he slurred. 
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Nya gaped. 

The guy wore a frayed corduroy jacket the same color as the carpet. Several buttons were missing, and the T-shirt beneath it was either tie-dyed or stained a mottled orange. 

The oversized T-shirt draped nearly to his bare knees. Was he even wearing pants?

She could smell his body odor wafting toward her, even at this distance.

If the house itself were to transform into a human being, like it might in a warped Disney movie, this would be it. 

“Is … is Sidney here?” Nya croaked, finding her voice. Did this guy live here, too? Was he Sidney’s boyfriend? Had she gotten the address wrong and just waltzed inside this creep’s house? She took another step back, ready to beat a hasty exit if he made a sudden move toward her. 

The greasy-haired, black-eyed stranger put one hand on the bedroom doorway and scrutinized her closely. “You’re really pretty,” he repeated, somehow drawing out the last word into four syllables.

“Um, thanks,” Nya mumbled, immediately hating herself for responding that way. Like Jade always told her, you didn’t have to thank creeps for compliments. She clenched her jaw and tried again. “I got the wrong house. See ya.”

To her surprise, the guy opened his mouth, threw back his head, and let out a roar of laughter like she’d just made a joke. His teeth were the same shade of pale yellow as the tattered paint peeling from the exterior of the house.

Gross. She wasn’t interested in hearing his joke’s punchline. 

Stumbling against the wall with a painful thud to her elbow, Nya hurried back down the hallway toward the entryway. 

Erratic footsteps thudded after her. 

Holy shit. He was actually following her? Nya grabbed the handle to the front door, no longer caring about the blast of heat waiting for her outside.

Before she could yank the door open, she heard something that stopped her cold. 

“Nya, wait.”

Heart racing, she turned to face the beady-eyed, glazed-over man wearing the corduroy jacket. He was leaning against the wall at the end of the hallway, holding his hands palm-up as if in surrender. 

“Call me Sid,” he slurred.

Nya stared at him in silent shock, still processing what she’d just learned. Sidney—Sid—was a dude.

He continued holding his hands palm up toward her, like he was waiting for her to accept whatever he was offering. 

Her stomach churned. 

He wasn’t just some random creep. 

He was a very specific creep. 

This wasn’t the wrong address. 

This was the right address. 

And Sid was her roommate.

What the hell was she supposed to do now? The only thing she knew for sure was that she had to get out of here and think. Call Jade. Drive away, somewhere, anywhere. Get away from this guy and regroup. Right this second. 

Pulling her duffel bag and pillow to her chest, she left him standing in the hallway. Then she pulled open the battered front door, slammed it behind her, and booked it back down the walkway, terrified he’d follow. 

When she was almost to the Honda, Nya shifted the duffel bag to her other hip and hazarded a glance behind her to see if Sid was watching through the squatty front window. The crease in the mini-blinds was more exaggerated now. His squinting eyes were just visible through the reflection in the glass. 

Nya gasped as one of the mulberry’s low-hanging tree branches skittered across the bare skin of her arm. When she moved to dodge the branch, her left foot hit a crack in the uneven walkway. She managed to avoid a faceplant onto the concrete, but the heavy duffel bag flew out of her hands and hit the mulberry-covered pavement with a thump. She scrambled to scoop it up and kept going, not bothering to wipe the glaze of crushed berries that clung to the bottom. They squished through her fingers.

With shaking hands, Nya opened the car door, shoved the duffel bag and pillow into the passenger seat, then twisted the key into the ignition. The Honda let out a high-pitched, strained whine while the engine struggled to turn over then finally caught, grumbling to life and lurching forward. She could still feel Sid’s eyes on her, but she refused to look at him as she pulled away. 

Her mind spun while she drove through the neighborhood at a snail’s pace. What the hell was she going to do now? Classes started tomorrow. Where was she supposed to go? She was out of gas. Fully in the red. So wherever she went, it had to be close. The last thing she needed was to spend money on a tank of gas. Her budget was razor-thin, and it didn’t include escape fuel. 

She ticked through the possibilities, eliminating them one at a time. Jade wasn’t technically her only friend. The past three years held a handful of study buddies, dates, and acquaintances, but nobody she’d feel comfortable calling at the last minute to beg for a couch to sleep on.

Don’t spiral. Just find somewhere cool you can walk around. Call Jade. Figure it out, Nya told herself. It was too hot to think in the car. Even with the windows rolled down and a breeze streaming inside, the car was scorching.

The lava-hot steering wheel burned her hands, but she gripped it hard anyway. Shit, shit, shit. Sweat trickled down her forehead. When she wiped it, she noticed that her fingers were stained red. She stared at them in shock for a moment too long, finally realizing it was from the damn mulberries from the sidewalk in front of the rental house. 

Nya slammed on the brakes just in time to avoid hitting a group of pedestrians crossing a few feet away. The three blonde girls, dressed alike in adorable matching denim cutoffs and pink tank tops, glared at her. One of them, the closest to Nya’s car, lifted her middle finger before hustling away. 

Nya cringed and mouthed sorry. The girl yelled something unintelligible and lowered her middle finger. Then she stood at the edge of the crosswalk and squinted at Nya through the dirty windshield. Her angry expression suddenly morphed into pity and concern. 

Nya hit the gas and looked away. A quick peek in the rearview mirror revealed that she’d inadvertently wiped grimy reddish-purple streaks down her face from the mulberries on her fingers. It probably looked like she was driving away from a crime scene. 

She swallowed down the sticky lump in her throat and forced herself not to sneak a glance back at the three perfect blonde girls in the rearview mirror. From the looks of it, they were headed somewhere fun. Maybe an end-of-summer party.

 Nya pulled out of the neighborhood, scanning streets that felt equally foreign and familiar after being away for the summer. Walmart was close by, she remembered. She could go there and hang out until she figured out what to do. There would be a drinking fountain, bathrooms to wash her face, and air-conditioning there. Plus, she could call Jade.

Jade would know what to do.

Jade had always been the smart, savvy one. 

Nya, on the other hand, had been under the impression that babies came from kissing until her junior year of high school. That was the year the Estradas had moved into a rental down the street from Nya’s family in Clearwater.

On the first day of junior year, Nya had hurried past her new neighbors’ house, curious but wary. The Estradas weren’t members of the tiny Blood of the Lamb Church, which meant that no matter where they’d come from, they were worthy of suspicion.

It was a ten-minute walk to the bus stop and a twenty-minute ride after that to get to the high school. To Nya’s dismay, she’d found Jade patiently waiting at the bus stop. Nya had managed to keep her distance that morning, carefully allowing her to get on the bus first so she could choose a seat on the opposite side of the nearly empty vehicle. But there was no avoiding the girl with the wide smile and the tight, springy curls on the way home. 

As soon as Nya got off the bus, a loud voice behind her said, “Hey, wait up. Aren’t you hot?” 

Nya bristled but held her tongue. The late-August day was indeed boiling, despite what she was wearing. 

Why was this girl trying to make conversation, Nya had wondered. The other kids at school weren’t exactly dying to hang out with the girl who wore floor-length skirts and high-necked, long-sleeved blouses. They’d reached a sort of stalemate that they wouldn’t make fun of her, and Nya’s mother wouldn’t show up at their parent’s houses with a tongue-lashing and a Bible.

“I’m fine,” Nya had responded, tight-lipped. 

Jade had just shrugged. “Right on. The pattern on your skirt is bitchin’. Do you want to come over to my house? I could use a friend.”

Nya swallowed hard. Outsiders were dangerous. Especially outsiders who used the B-word. She’d been warned about kids like this when she entered the public school system in Clearwater her freshman year. Some of the other parishioners at Blood of the Lamb raved about the Ancient Languages program that allowed their children to appreciate the Bible in its purest forms: Latin and Greek. There was also the promise of a Home Economics class that would help Nya learn the skills she needed to be a good homemaker and mother. 

But when she looked at Jade’s smiling, guileless expression, she couldn’t help thinking, I could use a friend, too. 

When Nya asked permission to visit Jade and her family, she told her parents she was witnessing. To prove it, she tucked a fat Bible in her backpack. And that was that. 

The vibrant house down the street became the refuge Nya didn’t know she needed, and Jade became the best friend she didn’t know she’d been waiting for. The Estradas’ home radiated color, sound, and personality from the vibrant blue-and-yellow bedspreads and curtains, to the eclectic knickknacks and dishes that adorned the shelves. The polar opposite of the buttoned-up farmhouse where Nya had grown up. Most intriguing of all, they went to the doctor when they got sick. 

There were just four people living in the Estradas’ home—Jade, her mother, her father, and her sister, Berta. However, the sounds of lively chatter and laughter were constant, mingling with the smells of something mouthwatering and spicy that Jade’s mother was endlessly preparing. 

Nobody seemed to care about Nya’s strange, ultra-modest clothes or the fact that she’d never seen the inside of a doctor’s office or that she went to church four times a week. They just folded her into the bustle and fed her delicious things that made her laugh with delight—or sputter when Jade’s mom cooked with ghost peppers. 

Jade’s family moved away to Indianapolis just a year after they’d arrived in Clearwater, as soon as their lease was up. Jade’s grandmother Tita had dementia, and it was getting worse. So they picked up and drove across the country to be closer to her. But by the time they left town, Nya had started borrowing some of Jade’s clothes and makeup to wear to school each day, so she could change in the bathroom. It was exhilarating to trade the long skirts and high-necked shirts for short sleeves and jeans. 

When she saw her face with eyeshadow for the first time in Jade’s mirror, she gasped out loud. She didn’t feel a dark presence like she’d been warned in Sunday School. Instead, she just felt pretty.

Nya’s parents were outraged when they found out she’d been “corrupted” right before Jade moved away, but by then, the damage was done. Jade had helped Nya secretly apply to Boise State, where Jade had already been accepted. To her surprise, Nya even earned a partial scholarship and a book stipend that would help offset the fact that her parents made it very clear they wouldn’t be offering any kind of monetary support if she continued on her “path of destruction.”

Not that they had much to offer in the way of financial help. Despite her parents’ meager income, every spare dollar went to Blood of the Lamb.

They’d barely even agreed to sign the FAFSA. Not just because they hated the fact that she was going away to college—instead of settling down in Clearwater and building her world around agriculture, babies, and Blood of the Lamb Church—but because she was going into debt to do it.

In her parents’ eyes, Nya’s life was basically a seven-layer dip of sin.  
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The Walmart a short distance from campus was busier than Nya had expected. The parking lot teemed with students driving a rainbow of clunkers. Baby-faced freshman accompanied by parents striding toward the entrance to pick out the perfect comforter for their new dorm room. Frat bros hauling out cases of cheap beer, chips, and frozen pizza for the parties they would throw to kick off the year. Roommates looking for a perky plant, a bean bag chair, or a funky glowing neon sign to glam up their new apartment.

They all looked happy. Eager. Nervous. Tired. Giddy. 

What would it be like to be just another college student preparing to graduate? 

Nobody else had the words desperate and afraid painted across their face—along with smears of mulberries.

“Okay, Little Match Girl,” Nya muttered to herself, staying in the roasting car a little longer to dab her face with a napkin. The sticky residue had dried, so she licked her finger and rubbed at it furiously for a few seconds before giving up. Gritting her teeth, she shoved her phone into the back pocket of her shorts and made sure the car door was locked tight. The last thing she needed was for somebody to take the few possessions she had to her name. 

Keeping her eyes on the blistering blacktop, Nya tucked her chin to her chest and made a beeline for the entrance. The bathroom would be right inside. She could clean herself up, gather her composure, and browse the store with the rest of the back-to-school crowd, pretending she was just another carefree student. 

“Welcome to Walmart, honey,” an elderly greeter wearing a blue vest said so sweetly that Nya almost looked up. The honey part came dangerously close to bringing the tears burning back to her eyes. Nobody ever called her honey. It was a word that other people’s moms and grandmas used.

Nya forced a smile and rushed to the bathroom.

It was full of the usual suspects: a woman with bottle-red hair trying to push her cart full of merchandise into the end stall, an overflowing toilet clogged with a bloated maxi pad, and a dripping sink smeared with a pale orange substance that looked like spray cheese. 

It was air-conditioned though, and the cool water from the sink felt like heaven compared to the hot car.

Nya scrubbed at her face with a paper towel until the dark mulberry streaks disappeared. She ignored the curious side glances from two teenage girls at the sink next to her. When the woman with the shopping cart full of merchandise finally exited her stall, Nya darted inside and locked the door behind her. 

While she peed, she pulled up Sid's Meta profile, wondering how the hell she’d gotten into this situation. Had Sidney intentionally pretended to be female, so he could lure some unsuspecting girl into sharing the rundown rental with him? Why would he do that? Did he really think she was going to move in after he’d tricked her like that?

The app crashed twice before it managed to open, and Nya realized that her phone battery had already dropped to twenty percent since she’d unplugged it from the car charger less than an hour earlier. The elderly phone worked—but barely. Jade had joked that as far as smartphones went, it was solidly at the bottom of its class. 

The app finally loaded, and she navigated to her messages and then Sidney’s profile page.

Her heart picked up its pace when the drum-circle photo popped up on her screen. There, in the middle of the photo, was the cool hipster girl with long auburn hair and the tattoo of a cat. Absolutely not the guy in the rundown rental house. 

But wait. Nya squinted. The photo wasn’t quite centered, like she remembered. The hipster girl was definitely the primary focus of the photo—but she wasn’t the only person in the frame, after all. Next to the redhead in the drum circle was a skeevy-looking, skinny man, banging on a drum. His chin was tilted upward, and his eyes were closed like he was feeling that drumbeat all the way down to his greasy toes. 

Nya clicked on the photo and zoomed in as far as she could. 

It was hard to tell without seeing those dilated black pupils, but she was almost positive the guy next to Tattoo Girl was Sid. 

He was in the profile photo after all.

Nya swallowed hard. Fuck, she thought, feeling a phantom ping of guilt at the curse word. Maybe she was the idiot. 

Someone rattled the bathroom door. 

“Occupied,” Nya choked, her eyes still on the zoomed-in photo next to the words “Sidney Holcomb.” She scanned through the rest of his barebones profile, looking for anything else, aside from the misleading profile photo, that would indicate he was trying to pass himself off as a girl. 

He didn’t specify his gender. However, he also didn’t specify his birthday, hometown, relationship status, or interests. His profile was really just a blank slate with a few sporadic posts about drum circle events dating back a few years. For all Nya knew, the hipster girl in the photo was his friend. Or his girlfriend. 

It wasn’t like he could help his name. Boys could be named Sidney. Just like girls could be named Blake or Taylor. 

Uncertainty crept through the lingering panic. This wasn’t a Dateline episode. This was a low-budget sitcom, and Nya was the butt of the joke.  

The bathroom door rattled again, harder, and Nya gritted her teeth. “Occupied!”

What was she supposed to do now? Pinpricks of doubt cooled the fear she’d felt earlier. How much of her reaction to the fact that Sid was a boy came from the way she’d been raised? If her parents knew she had a dude for a roommate, even a platonic, greasy dude who had about as much sex appeal as an old broom, they wouldn’t speak to her again. Ever. If you lived with a boy, you were living in sin. End of story. 

Nya blew out a breath and considered this thought. The closer she got to graduation, the freer she felt from the strict way she’d been raised. She no longer bought into her parents’ ideas of “sin.” Still, some of that old wiring ran deep. 

There was also the fact that, as much as Nya hated to admit it, her parents were still her emergency lifeline. They’d allowed her to live at home over the summer, despite the fact that she wore tank tops and sat stone-faced through each and every church service. If she were starving, they’d definitely feed her. If she were destitute, they’d take her in—as long as she attended church services. It wasn’t much, but it wasn’t nothing, either. 

And that lifeline wasn’t unconditional. The soft-shun could easily turn into a hard-shun if her parents found out she was breaking one of the foundational rules that had been drilled into her since childhood: cohabitation before marriage was a serious sin. There were no exceptions. 

Fuck, she whispered again. It wasn’t just the fact that he was a boy, was it? The way Sid slurred his words when he called her a “pretty girl” echoed in her brain like a warning bell. 

She ignored the third rattle of the bathroom door and tried to remember everything he’d said and done. He was clearly high on something when she met him, but Jade took the occasional edible too, and she wasn’t a creep. 

The pinpricks of doubt widened into cracks. Maybe the combination of the ramshackle house, his greasy appearance, and the initial shock that he wasn’t a girl had sent her into panic mode. 

Were any of those issues really that bad? Dealbreakers?

The situation wasn’t ideal, but it also wasn’t a crisis. You’re overreacting. Her brain nudged, even while the curdled-milk feeling in her stomach sloshed as violently as ever.

Out of the bad options available—living in her car, tucking her tail between her legs and abandoning her final semester of college, or living in the ramshackle rental with the greasy but probably harmless stranger—what was the best option? 

The greasy stranger seemed like the clear choice. As long as he was, in fact, harmless.

Was he? The image of those glazed, beady eyes wouldn’t fade.

Jade would know what to do. Nya tended to trust Jade’s gut far more than her own. But she couldn’t call her from inside the bathroom, with the constant echo of flushing and worse. 

The bathroom door rattled yet again, and this time Nya unlatched it and yanked it open, glaring at a middle-aged woman wearing a crocheted sweater vest.

“I thought maybe you needed help in there,” the woman said in a twangy, saccharine sing-song that was clearly a fuck you. 

Nya bit back a snarky response. There were two empty stalls on either side of her—but both more than likely had clogged toilets. Nya muttered an apology, quickly washed her hands, then hurried into the main store. 

Outside the bathroom, the chaotic swell of students, parents, and shoppers was comforting in its own way. You could hear everyone’s—and no one’s—conversation. The tantalizing smell of french fries from the McDonald's at the front of the store wafted through the air, and Nya’s stomach growled so loudly she nearly laughed. Her bank account was ridiculously low, but if there was ever a time to splurge on a dollar menu, it was right now. 

Then she’d call Jade and figure out what to do.
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“Bebé!” Jade’s bubbly greeting was the thing that finally made Nya’s stomach unclench a little. 

“I’m so glad you answered. You have no idea how good it is to hear your voice.” 

“Of course I answered, silly! Hold on, I’m just getting into my car. Grandma Tita’s making pozóle tonight. It’s everyone’s favorite, but it’s spicy as fuck. It’d make you cry. I’ve told Tita so much about you, she said she already loves you and wants you to visit for Thanksgiving. Can you come for Thanksgiving?” Jade asked, finally pausing to breathe.

Nya swallowed hard, and her stomach growled again, this time chewing its way through the hamburger she’d wolfed down. Nothing sounded better than a home-cooked meal with the Estradas. But November might as well have been a million years away—even if she could afford the $200-dollar bus ticket to Indianapolis. 

If she laid out just how bad things were financially, Jade would tell Mama Estrada—and Grandma Tita. Then Mama Estrada would be calling Nya’s phone, offering to purchase a Greyhound ticket with money the Estradas didn’t have to spare and trying to convince Nya to skip her last semester of college. She could live with them in Indianapolis. Get a job at a diner or a bowling alley nearby. Figure things out from there.

If Nya was being really honest, she was worried she would give in and say yes. 

But then the mountain of student debt she’d racked up, the summers at Taco Tienda scrimping and saving, the four-times-a-week church services in exchange for a roof over her head during the summers, the shitty on-campus night-shift janitorial jobs during the school year. What had all of it been for?

She was enrolled in a whopping twenty-seven credits this final semester so she could graduate early. It had taken some finagling—and written permission from the dean of students—along with a promise that she wouldn’t work a job her final semester. It was a ridiculous course load.  

Just one more semester. Four months. Then she’d have her degree. Then she could swallow her pride and maybe even let Mama Estrada buy her a bus ticket—that she’d repay with her first paycheck at her first real job. 

“I’ll probably have to wait until Christmas,” Nya said carefully, then quickly pivoted to, “Hey, can you tell me if I’m being weird about something?”

It was a question she asked Jade regularly, after slowly coming to the realization that everything about the way she’d grown up had been weird. Sometimes, it was hard to trust her reactions to the world at large.

“Always, bebé.” Jade never made fun of these questions, some of which sounded ridiculous even to Nya.

Careful not to sensationalize anything, Nya told her about the dirty rental and the unsettling surprise roommate waiting inside. She left out the part about the mulberry smears. And about the house being her only real option aside from living in the Honda.

Jade was poor, but not Nya’s kind of poor. Not the kind of poor that teetered on the edge of homelessness. Admitting how bad things really were—even to her best friend—felt too shameful. So, Nya didn’t. 

 She also left out the part of the story where Sidney called her a “pretty girl” the second he met her. Jade didn’t like pushy guys. The last boy who catcalled her in the hall the final week of junior year had ended up in the nurse’s office, and Jade had ended up in detention. 
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