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Camille didn’t want to say that the mouse Avery gave her creeped her out. That she was seeing it in her dreams. He was as big as a cat, and he was always showing off his teeth that were not teeth that belonged to a little mouse. They were human-like. In her dreams, he would be resting next to her on her pillow and grinning at her. He never spoke, but she would always startle awake with a voice inside of her, “ask me where I got these teeth,” the voice said.

On this September day, Camille omitted the details of her dreams and just said, “It had teeth.” She let her head fall back on the porch swing.

Avery frowned. “Why wouldn’t it have teeth?”

“Taxidermy is just weird.”

“Thoughtful taxidermy. That’s what the tagline on the website said.”

“And what about the perfume you bought for my birthday that one time?”

“We don’t talk about the perfume,” Avery said.

“Yeah, that’s because it was embalming fluid.” That made Avery laugh, so Camille kept going, “You want me to die, bitch, just say it.”

Then they were both laughing so hard their eyes were wet and the swing rocked, chain knocking against the bolts. Camille dragged her wrist across her eyes.

Her feet were bare; one leg tucked under her. She loved the sun. Loved to look up towards it with her eyes closed and see it through her eyelids. When I die, she thought, may it be on a beautiful, sunny day like this one.

And even more perfect, it was a Saturday with nowhere to be. Her body was already missing summer. No stuffy classrooms, or lesson plans to gobble up her weekends.

Somewhere down the block, a kid yelled something and another kid yelled back.

“So.” Avery shifted her weight. “Happy Friend Day.”

Camille turned her head, still resting against the swing back, and looked at her. “You got me something.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You have the face.”

“What face?”

“The I-got-you-something face. The one you’ve had since middle school.” Avery pressed her lips together.

“We said no gifts this year.”

“You said no gifts.” Avery shrugged. “I didn’t agree.” She checked her phone. “Looks like it’s out for delivery.”

“Please tell me it’s not another stuffed mouse.”

“It’s better than a stuffed mouse.”

Twenty-plus years of friendship. Avery’s “better” had never once lined up with hers.



***


The truck was clean.

No scuffs along the side panels. No logo, no number, no nothing. Just a white box on wheels driven right off the assembly line to make a delivery.

It double-parked at the curb and sat there with its hazards on.

The driver dropped down from the cab. Caucasian, mid-thirties. A face with lots of sharp angles. The type of face that looked like it never cracked a smile at a joke. Not once. He carried a long box in his hands.

“406?” Avery called out from the swing, unable to help herself.

He glanced up. “Name?”

“Camille Houston,” Camille said, half a beat behind.

He crossed to the porch and handed the box over the arm of the swing.

“What company is that?” Camille asked, pointing to the truck. She wasn’t sure why she asked. Not like she would tuck the answer away in case someone asked later. 

“Private company,” he said over his shoulder, already walking away.

Avery was typing into her phone and singing her rendition of Happy Birthday, changed to Happy Friend Day.

Camille stood and watched him walk back to the truck. His hand found the door handle, but he paused and looked back at them.

It was a quick look, but it sent a shiver up Camille’s spine. Maybe it was the cold look in his eyes or the abrupt way he answered her.

“Did you see the way he looked at us?” Camille said. The question sat there for a second. “There’s not a bomb in this box is there?” She said it jokingly, but the fear in her gut was real.

Avery broke her eyes away from her phone and tucked it into her purse. “Attitude.” She gazed after the truck. “But still.” A pause. “Mmmm.”

Avery was responding to something, just not what Camille had asked. Camille rolled her eyes and started peeling at the tape.

“Not out here, Cam. Let’s go inside.”

They headed for the entrance to the apartment building. Avery went through first. The porch nook, the swing, the afternoon, all of it fell behind them, and when the door closed, that was that.



***


Camille set the box on the coffee table and looked around her home. Once upon a time she and Avery shared an apartment, and it had almost ruined their friendship. Nothing is better than your own private corner of the world. 

On the living room floor in neatly stacked piles was a row of her students’ drawings, the ones she couldn’t throw away and couldn’t explain keeping. A half-burned brown sugar candle sat on the coffee table. Her good throw blanket lay bunched at one end of the couch where the fabric was so worn you could see through it. 

On the wall near the kitchen, a picture of her, Avery, and Dominic—high school graduation, all three of them shielding their eyes from the sun. The art of the selfie wasn’t common knowledge back then. Camille loved that picture.

Avery moved toward the little stand by the window like she’d been planning the route since the elevator. She was there before Camille had kicked her slides off.

“Put it here. The light’s good in this corner.”

“Why does good light matter?”

Avery crouched down and was nudging the stand two inches to the left. “No reason.”

Camille opened the box enough to peek in, cocked an eyebrow. “A plant?”

“A plant.”

Camille pulled it out of the box and both of them stepped back to get a better look.

The plant leaned to the left in a plain black pot, barely able to support itself with its long, puny stem. The stem was pale green and waxy with a small, tan colored bulb at the top. Running up its length were buds—six or seven of them. Camille wasn’t a plant person.

“Avery.”

“Don’t.”

“This is the ugliest plant I’ve ever seen.”

“It’s not done.” Avery turned from the plant, pulled out her phone. “This is like…this is the larva stage.”

“Larva?”

“That’s not the word I meant.”

“That is definitely not the word you meant.”

“Look, look. Here.” Avery showed her screen.

Camille looked at the screen and then back at the thing behind Avery’s shoulder.

“That’s what this turns into?”

“In like a day. Maybe less. The listing said rapid maturation.”

“Rapid? It’s a mutant?” Camille was only half-joking. Lately, she’d been learning about how to read food labels. Trying to eat better. Trying not to eat too much processed food, aka lab food. Now, she owned a lab plant. She’d have to keep it because it was a gift from someone important.

Avery clicked her tongue and scrolled to a different part of the page. “Reviews. Look.” She handed the phone back.

Camille scrolled. Five stars. Forty-two reviews. She read the first few silently, then out loud.

“Five star. Five star. Five star.” She squinted at Avery, then kept reading, “This next one says: Me like? That’s the whole review. Me like.”

Avery’s hand came back for the phone before Camille finished the sentence.

“Let’s call Dominic.”

Avery brightened. “Yes! I wonder if his came yet.”

“You got him one too?”

“Of course. All three of us or none of us.”

All three or none of us.

Still Avery’s favorite thing to say.



***


The video call chirp cut through the apartment. Camille held the phone up between them.

Avery stuck a piece of gum in her mouth. “He better pick up.”

Camille stole a glance at the plant. She didn’t want Avery to see the disdain on her face. “He’s probably working,” she said, secretly hoping that rapid maturation also meant rapid death.

“He always picks up.”

Fourth ring. Dominic filled the frame grin-first, the way he always did. The smile arriving a few seconds before the rest of him settled into the picture. He was in his home office. “There they are. My favorite criminals.”

“HAPPY FRIEND DAY, DOM.”

Dominic winced and laughed in the same breath, then tilted the phone sideways. “Say hi to Mrs. Emory.”

“Hi, Mrs. Emory. I’m so sorry,” Avery chirped. “We told him not to answer when he’s working.”

On the laptop screen, a middle-aged woman raised one hand in a small, tolerant wave. The wave of somebody who had encountered these calls several times and made her peace with them.

“Fifteen seconds,” Dominic said. “What’s up? Tell me fast.”

“Avery bought us plants.”

“Plants?”

Camille emphasized with her mouth and eyes, “Plants.”

“Like… house plants?”

“Did yours come yet?” Avery asked.

“Did my what come?”

“Your plant. I sent you one. Should’ve hit the porch around noon.”

Dominic’s eyes ticked off-screen for half a second. Some notification. “Tammy’s here with the baby. She probably brought it in already. I’ll look when I’m off my call.” He grinned. “Is it weird? Tell me it’s weird, Avery. Please tell me you bought me a weird plant.”

“It’s so weird.”

“Of course it is. I love you. I gotta go. Mrs. Emory’s about to start billing me.”

“Don’t pick up next time.”

“You know I always pickup, or…”

Camille and Avery finished his sentence in unison and eye rolls, “I’m probably dead.”

“Right. Okay I’m hanging up. Movie night still on?”

“Movie night is still on.”

“Bye Dom!”

The call ended.

Movie nights had been a tradition since high school, and somehow it had survived into adulthood. Dominic lived in another state now, so he joined on a video call. Dom’s wife sometimes watched with him, but not always. The movies were too dark for her taste. And the start time kept creeping upward. It was technically early evening movie at this point. 

Avery was up. Bag off the couch, phone out, thumb flicking at something on her screen. The whole of her basically half out the door.

“You going somewhere?”

“Yeah, gotta run. I’ll be back.”

“Where?”

Avery didn’t look up. “Just somewhere.”

That was new guy talk. Camille didn’t push it. Avery could get sensitive about her dating life, which could be as adventurous as her online shopping.

“Be back by six. I’m not starting the movie without you.”

“Promise.” Avery shouldered her bag. “Don’t touch the plant.”

The door clicked shut behind her.

Silence.



***


Camille was tired, but the small, familiar noises in the apartment and outside were soothing. The fridge cycling on and off, a pipe knocking somewhere in the wall. Traffic.

The school year was already wearing her down. Tuesday’s fight in the hall still sat front and center in her mind. Two seventh graders, a broken finger, a call to a parent—all before she finished her lunch. The emails she hadn’t answered. The Thursday substitute whose body odor would live forever in her memory.

She headed for the kitchen and poured a glass of water. She sipped and looked out at the fire escape. Caution tape still clung to it. Building violation, sure, but she was done complaining to maintenance since she’d figured out that she could get them to take money off of her rent. Camille knew she couldn’t let them keep putting off the repair. Might need to escape, one day. One more month of a little extra in her bank
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