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​The Apartment

The apartment smelled like weed, sandalwood incense, and whatever Matt was doing behind the kitchen counter that involved far too much ceremony for a casual Friday night.

Rose was stretched out on the floor, her back against the couch, legs extended, a half-smoked joint pinched lazily between her fingers. Halsey drifted from the speakers in the corner, just loud enough to fill the spaces between conversation. 

Rose and Matt’s living room was theirs in every sense of the word. Rose's weird finds cluttered every surface. A taxidermied crow she had named Franklin, a vintage camera she never used but couldn't bring herself to sell. Plants were everywhere. Hanging from the ceiling in macramé holders, lined up along the windowsills, spilling off the top of the bookshelf in long trailing vines. That was Matt. He talked to them, named them, knew their Latin classifications and their water schedules and got genuinely offended if you called a pothos a philodendron.

"Okay." Matt's voice carried from the kitchen in his grandiose manner. "I need everyone's full attention."

Bridgette, draped dramatically over the armrest of the couch with her legs dangling, lifted her head. Kara, curled up at the other end with her knees tucked under her, looked up from her phone. Rose didn't move but cut her eyes toward the kitchen.

Matt emerged holding a small wooden tray with three perfectly rolled joints lined up like soldiers, a folded card in front of each one. He set it on the coffee table with the careful reverence of a sommelier presenting a flight.

"Tonight," he announced, straightening up and clasping his hands behind his back, "we have three exceptional offerings."

Bridgette made a sound that was half laugh, half groan. "Matt, oh my god."

"I did not ask for commentary, Bridgette." He picked up the first joint and held it between two fingers, tilting it slightly toward the light. "First. We have Blue Zkittlez. Notes of fresh berries, a hint of tropical citrus, with what I can only describe as a surprisingly warm, almost caramel finish."

Rose took a long drag of her current joint and exhaled slowly toward the ceiling. "You made that up."

"I made none of that up. That is the experience." He set it down and picked up the second. "Moving on. OG Kush. Classic. Reliable. Earthy with a pine backbone and just the faintest whisper of..." He paused for effect. "Leather bound books in an old library."

Kara pressed her lips together, clearly fighting a smile. "Leather bound books."

"You smell it or you don't, Kara. I can't help you if you don't smell it." He set it down and picked up the third with something approaching genuine reverence. "And finally. Chocolate Diesel. Which speaks for itself. Chocolatey, rich, slight fuel note on the backend that I personally find invigorating."

"A fuel note," Bridgette repeated flatly.

"Like a sports car," Matt said, completely seriously. "You're welcome."

He picked up the tray and offered it around like a butler. Bridgette took the Blue Zkittlez, still laughing. Kara hesitated then took the OG Kush. Matt kept the Chocolate Diesel for himself with a satisfied, gleeful squeal.

Rose held up her current joint. "I'm good."

"You're smoking whatever Raj sent over and it has no provenance. It has no story, Rose."

"It has a story. The story is that Raj owed me forty dollars and this was easier."

Matt shook his head with genuine disappointment and retreated to the kitchen. "Drinks incoming. Kara, you still doing the vodka soda?"

"Please."

"Bridgette."

"Surprise me."

"Rose."

"Whatever."

"I'll take that as permission to be creative." He started moving behind the counter with practiced efficiency. Halsey mixed with the sound of ice clinking in glasses put Rose into a euphoric trance. She hummed.

Bridgette shifted on the armrest, looking across at Kara. "So. New Year's."

"We're going, right?" Bridgette continued, with a casual certainty that only she could pull off. " to Chicago. That hotel party that Leo's work is throwing. He said he could get us all in?"

Rose clocked the change in Kara’s shoulders, the way they tensed as she focused intently on her drink. "I looked it up. It's a very nice hotel," Rose said, turning her eyes to the ceiling.

"Very nice," Bridgette confirmed. "Open bar."

"Very open bar."

Kara looked down at her phone again. Her fingers weren't moving. "I don't know."

Matt appeared from the kitchen with four drinks balanced on a serving tray. He set them down one by one. Vodka soda for Kara, something deep red and elaborate for Bridgette who immediately looked suspicious, a whiskey ginger for Rose without being asked, and whatever he had made himself which appeared to involve a little coconut rum and a lot of optimism. He dropped onto the floor beside Rose and pulled her joint from her fingers without asking, took a drag, and handed it back.

"You don't know," he repeated to Kara. "Or you just don't want to go."

Kara wrapped both hands around her vodka soda and looked at the coffee table. "Both, maybe."

The room held that for a moment. Rose took a sip of her whiskey ginger. Matt had put a little too much ginger in it, which was exactly how she liked it and he knew that.

"It's been years, Kara," Rose said. Not pushing. Just offering it.

"I know."

"And I've seen you in our self defense classes." Rose finally tilted her head to look at her. "They should be more scared of you than you are of them."

Kara let out a short laugh that didn't quite reach her eyes. She picked at the edge of her phone case. Rose recognized the gesture. It was the same thing her mother did when she was trying to keep herself from disappearing inside her own head. She sat up from the floor and moved to the couch, dropping down beside Kara. She pulled her close without ceremony. Kara leaned into her the way she always did. Easy. Like she had been waiting for it. “Praise from the instructor, how flattering.” 

Rose smiled. "We're not going anywhere near where it happened," Rose said quietly. "I promise you that."

Kara gave a small nod. "I know."

"It's a hotel ballroom full of rich people pretending to have fun." Rose reached for her drink. "We'll make fun of their shoes all night and drink things that cost more than our car payments."

"Speak for yourself," Matt said. "I don't have a car payment because I don't have a car because Rose drives me everywhere like a chauffeur."

"You're welcome."

"I didn't say thank you."

"You never do."

Bridgette had been watching Kara quietly. She nudged Kara's foot with her heel. "Listen. I know it's hard. But you're not going back there alone. You've got all of us." She gestured broadly at the room. "And frankly, you'd be depriving the city of Chicago of this," she gestured at herself, "which feels genuinely criminal."

Kara laughed. A real one this time.

"Besides," Bridgette added, holding up her mysterious red drink and examining it, "I look fucking incredible in my New Year's dress and there is a non-zero chance of hot, rich, available men. Right, plus one?" She held her hand out to Matt.

Matt smacked it immediately. "Hell yes. Bridgette and I are going to clean the absolute fuck up." He pointed at her with a chopstick he had produced from somewhere. "And you, my friend, are the only holdout. Which means you're the problem." 

"I'm not the problem."

"You're the problem."

"Matt."

"The problem, Miss Diaz."

Rose bit the inside of her cheek against a smile. Kara looked around at all of them. Matt pointing his chopstick, Bridgette nodding with theatrical gravity, Rose watching her with quiet steadiness. She exhaled a long slow breath.

"Okay." She picked up her vodka soda. "Fine. But if I need to leave—"

"Then we leave," Rose said. No hesitation. "All of us. No arguments."

Kara nodded. Rose squeezed her shoulder once and reached for her own drink.

Matt immediately ruined the moment by standing up and raising his coconut rum toward the ceiling. "Chicago, you beautiful chaotic city. We are coming for you." He turned to Rose with sudden severity. "And also, fuck Paul."

Bridgette raised her glass. "Fuck Paul."

Rose raised hers. "Fuck Paul."

Kara, after a half second, raised hers too. "I don't fully know what Paul did but. Fuck Paul."

"That's the spirit," Matt said, and drank.

***
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ROSE WAS IN THE KITCHEN, digging through the pantry eagerly. “Pothead.” Matt smacked her butt as he walked in. 

Rose laughed, “that’s the pothead calling... the other pothead... a...” 

“Are you having a seizure right now?” 

“Shut-up. Help me find a snack.” 

Matt walked over and found the cheese crackers and handed them to Rose, “the usual suspects, I presume?” 

“Oohh, I like these.” 

“Yeah, I know, Mary Jane.” 

Back in the living room, Rose snuggled up next to Kara
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