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"ALL RIGHT, GIRLS, I'm heading out!"

Linn looked up at the sound of her roommate's voice from the other room and put the cap back on her marker. She waited until she heard two other voices join the first, then made her way into the hall. She'd only lived in the small kollektiv for a few months and still felt like an outsider.

If she was being honest, she'd never really seen herself as someone who'd live with a bunch of people, but it had been past time to move out on her own, and this was Stockholm. She'd rather pay less to room with a bunch of fellow students and get a nice bedroom and shared kitchen, than spend a good chunk of her student loan paying overpriced second-hand rent to some total stranger who might need their flat back at a moment's notice. 

Okay, technically Erika, who was the official tenant, could kick the rest of them out if she really wanted to, but it still felt like a much more stable situation, especially since she'd apparently been sharing her flat with other people for years.

Linn stopped in the empty doorway between the hall and the living room, leaning against the door jamb as the others hugged. Mercy had a carry-on sized red wheelie bag next to her and was kitted out in a big coat, hat and scarf. It hadn't snowed yet, not since a rather pathetic attempt in late November, but it sure was cold enough to. When Mercy spotted Linn, she smiled brightly and held her non-bag-holding hand out for a one-armed hug, which Linn happily stepped into.

"All right, newcomer, see you next year!" she smiled, and then giggled at Linn's temporarily perplexed expression. "'Cuz, you know, I’m coming back after New Year's Eve."

"Oooh!" Linn laughed breathily, feeling her cheeks flush a little. She really should've caught that.

"Hey, excuse me," Erika objected, leaning against the doorway to the kitchen. "Dad jokes are my thing."

"Have fun on your trip. Merry Christmas," Linn said, and the others joined in, a brief chorus of well-wishes and see-you-soons that trailed Mercy out the door and only stopped when it closed.

Erika sighed dramatically. "It's so unfair. I wish I'd gotten the whole week off."

"You and me both," Dajana, the third of the roommates, replied. Then she wrinkled her nose. "Mind you, I don't think I'd want to go live at my aunt's for a whole week." With her parents still living in Nigeria, Mercy was spending the holidays with an aunt and uncle in Jönköping.

"Oh gosh no, me neither," Erika agreed, raking a hand through her dark blue pompadour. Though she was born and raised in Stockholm, she was still going out of town to visit her parents, who had moved someplace tiny just north of Avesta when they retired. "But I wish I could've gotten like two more days off, go up on the 21st or something."

"Mm," Dajana agreed. Linn hummed vaguely, though she didn't really know the feeling—she didn't have a job right now, living off of her student loans as she got a first taste of full-time studies, and her parents weren’t even half an hour away by bus.

"All right, back to the books!" Erika announced, pushing off of the door frame and heading toward her bedroom to continue cramming for the law exam that was scheduled for the next day. Linn didn't envy her having an exam so close to Christmas. Though Linn had already survived her language proficiency exam and the half-term grammar one, the big, scary end-of-term grammar exam wasn't until early January, giving her a precious couple of weeks more to prepare for it. Thank goodness, because Arabic case endings didn't fuck around and she still couldn't quite get her present tense verbs right.

"Hey, Linn," Dajana's voice startled her out of her musings. "Would you mind helping me with dinner? It's technically Mercy's day today but..." she gestured at the door.

"Uh, no, ye- I mean, no problem." They each had a designated cooking day per week, and lunches and the remaining three days were for takeout, leftovers, sandwiches, or eating at someone else's place. At first, Linn had been a bit skeptical of that system, established long before she moved in, but now that she'd gotten used to it she kind of liked it. Her evenings—Tuesdays—had turned into quite a cozy ritual and given her a good excuse to finally learn to cook things more complex than macaroni or microwave pizza. Honestly, at 23 it was about time she made an effort in that direction. She'd even made a spread in her bullet journal listing recipes she wanted to try.

"Where do you want me?" Linn asked as she followed Dajana into the kitchen, grimacing at the accidental innuendo. Dajana didn't seem to notice, and either way had her back turned, so hopefully it hadn't sounded that bad to her.

"Can you get the rice going?" she suggested, rummaging in the freezer. 

"Sure, no problem."

"I'm just doing store-bought ćevapi today," she continued, and added with a laugh. "I'm going to be doing enough cooking once I go home. Except I forgot to get pita, so we'll just have to make do with rice. At least we have ajvar. I think..." She leaned over and opened the fridge, looking inside briefly. "Okay, we do. Good."

Linn couldn't help but smile as she tentatively peeked inside a cupboard in search of a bowl for the rice. She was usually put off by people who could just talk and talk without any sign of nerves or stumbling over their words, but Dajana had such a pleasant way about her that Linn found she could listen to her all day. She was just so nice. 

As Linn rinsed the rice and got it on the stove, Dajana popped the frozen ćevapčići in the oven and started making a salad, all the while telling her about the shift she'd had earlier at the restaurant where she worked while studying dentistry. Somehow, she always managed to make the stories of strange customers or unusual requests funny, without ever being mean.

Linn leaned against the counter listening, humming at what she hoped was appropriate times as she kept half an eye on the rice. "So..." she started when a brief silence occurred. "When are you leaving?"

"On the 23rd, early. Really early. My train leaves at like 7:30." The chopping of cucumber ceased momentarily as Dajana looked over and made a face to express her distress at the situation.

"Oh wow, so you'll have to leave the house by 7?"

"Try 6:30. I am not risking some temporary stop in the subway making me miss my train. Non-refundable tickets, and I'd rather not pay for two."

"Were they super expensive?"

Dajana shrugged. "Eh, so-so. Like 600-ish round-trip, but I booked weeks ago. A last minute booking, though? Nooo, thank you."

"How long does it take?"

"Hm?"

"Uh, the train. How long does it take to get there?" She'd only been to Gothenburg, where Dajana's family lived, once and she'd gone by car. Not to mention she'd been about ten, so she really had no idea how long the trip had been.

"Oh, it's only like three hours. A little more. It's one of the high-speed trains. Weirdly, it was cheaper than the slow ones. I swear, SJ is an unknowable entity."

"When are you back?" she asked.

"The 27th."

Linn nodded slowly. Mercy was back on the 2nd and Erika late on the 26th, if she was remembering correctly. That meant Linn would be alone in the apartment for 3, almost 4, days. It was a weird thought. The place barely felt like her home yet. She still mixed up whose bedroom was whose and couldn't find a dang thing in the kitchen, and they were just leaving the place to her? Alone? For several days? It seemed ill-advised somehow.

"Oh, uh, hun, you should probably turn that down a bit."

Linn started a bit at Dajana's remark, and her eyes darted to the stove. "Oh, crud." The pot was starting to boil over, starchy water spilling onto the stove. She plucked the lid off and turned the heat down, the steam immediately fogging up her glasses. She reached for a spoon to stir the water into calming down.

"Where did you go?" Dajana asked, smiling her usual warm smile. Linn felt an excited stream of bubbles run through her system like the fizz in a soda. Uh-oh...

"Oh, just zoned out," she replied sheepishly, cheeks tinting pink. Mildly panicking for a moment, she busied herself with removing her glasses and drying them. "I'll set the table."

When the initial jolt of realization had passed, Linn really couldn't be too surprised that she apparently had a crush on Dajana. After all, she was the undisputed mom friend of the group, and Linn was well
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