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      Dating sucked. Rahat sighed and stirred xyr drink just a bit too forcefully. The ice crashed against the sides of the glass, not that anyone could hear it. Too much music played far too loudly for xem to make out the ice tinkling. Or xyr date's words for that matter. Wherever xyr date had gotten to.

      The bar was dark. Dark and loud and crowded with people more concerned with getting sex than establishing relationships. Rahat's little corner, carefully chosen because xe had a clear view of the front door, the back door, the dance floor and a solid wall against xyr back, felt ridiculously empty.

      Perhaps not a surprise given that Ash, xyr blind date of the night, had taken one look at Rahat and put on a plastic smile. Painfully fake, that smile. It didn't reach Ash's pale blue eyes or do more than contort Ash's very pale cheeks.

      And that, likely, was what had sent Ash off to hide in a different part of the bar until Rahat gave up and left. As xe was going to do if Ash didn't show up within the next five minutes. Ten at most. Xe truly did believe xe'd been dumped because xe wasn't a thin white young queer with washboard abs and a properly rainbow shirt. Potentially rainbow hair.

      No, Rahat was short, stout, dressed in tweed and wearing a very smart red plaid bowtie because bowties would always be more stylish than anything else. And xyr boss smiled when he saw Rahat's bowties. Given that xyr boss was the only thing keeping Rahat in the xyr job at the moment, pleasing xyr boss in any way possible was quite important.

      If only Lacey hadn't dumped Rahat when xe came out as nonbinary.

      They'd been together for a decade and a half, living quietly complementary lives that lacked everything to do with romance and nothing to do with companionship. Rahat had been quite happy. Not excited, perhaps, but happy. They had their cats, all of which Lacey had taken. Their books, over ninety percent of which Rahat had taken. And between their jobs they'd done well enough to have a very nice apartment with three bedrooms and two parking spots.

      All gone because Rahat couldn't stand living in xyr skin any longer, not like that. Not with those clothes and that life and well.

      Well.

      That was done and over. Rahat was single, probably to stay single for the rest of xyr life and Ash was most definitely not coming back. Fine. At least Rahat could leave the bar before the waitress came around offering Jell-O shots from her mouth for the more adventurous. Xe could do without the teasing that came with xyr spluttering, blushing refusals of such things.

      Eleven o'clock and already Rahat was fleeing the dating scene. Xe slipped out of xyr corner, carefully edged through the rising crowds towards the door and did not shout when xe saw Ash animatedly talking with several younger, thinner, whiter queer people by the bar. Yes, with rainbow hair and rainbow shirts and rainbow socks on the one draped over Ash's shoulder. Xe knew it.

      Of course, it was raining outside. Rahat glowered at the rain pouring down, resolved to wait in the doorway the five or ten minutes it would take for the wind to switch the rain further to the north. One benefit of living in the Puget Sound: weather always changed rapidly.

      "Oh darn, is it raining?"

      Rahat turned and started because a very short, very plump woman perhaps Rahat's age was peering over xyr shoulder at the rain. She looked as though she was afraid to even get close to the door. Justified in xyr opinion given that her dressed looked to be made of taffeta. It would spot horribly in rain.

      "Wait ten minutes," Rahat said, wincing and then nodding an apology for xyr tone. "It will change soon enough."

      "Got dumped?" the woman asked. Her smile was wry but very understanding. "Glad I'm not the only one tonight. What'd you get? 'Don't think we're suited'? Or maybe 'not over my last lover'. That's it."

      Rahat grinned despite xyr terrible mood. "Oh no, I got plastic smiles and 'just going to get a drink from the bar'."

      "Ugh," the woman groaned with a truly dramatic roll of her eyes. She was quite lovely, if very feminine for a gay bar. "Jeez, have some guts and just say you don't want to try. I hate it when they try that. I've taken to saying, sure, whatever, but if you're not back in five minutes don't bother coming back."

      That startled a laugh out of Rahat. "Oh goodness, I believe I will try that next time. A very good suggestion."

      "I'm Chandra, by the way," she said with an offer of her plump hand. She had a perfect manicure with lovely white polish topped by little pink hearts.

      "Rahat," Rahat replied. "Lesbian?"

      "Nah, pan, actually," Chandra said. Her grin was a little stiff. "Pan and aromantic which just makes for lovely discussions with potential partners."

      "Huh," Rahat said, actually turning to face Chandra. "I've not met another aromantic before. Nonbinary, bi and aromantic on my part."

      "Oh cool!" Chandra said. Her smile became a beaming thing like the sun piercing the clouds on a dreary day. "That's so neat. We should get together sometime and talk."

      Rahat was very tempted to say right then but it seemed far too forward. So xe shrugged and licked xyr lips before screwing up xyr courage. "Tomorrow? It is Saturday tomorrow. Or very shortly. I don't think we've reached midnight quite yet."

      Chandra laughed. "Tomorrow sounds awesome. How about IHOP? The one on Broadway, down by the AquaSox stadium? Good food, nobody judges and their pancakes are to die for."

      "IHOP it is," Rahat replied. "Lunch?"

      "Great!" Chandra said. She peeked outside and clapped her hands that the rain had eased off. "I'm going to scoot now, Rahat. I'll see you at noon!"

      She pulled her pink jacket, wool by the look of it despite the color, over her dress and dashed out into the drizzle with her hands raised to protect her hair. Rahat stood there for a good five minutes, heart pounding, before xe managed to head out into the night.

      A date. Xe had a date with a lovely woman about xyr own age. How in the world had xe accomplished that? Rahat laughed as xe slid into xyr little Hyundai. However, xe had done it, xe fully intended to enjoy the date. It promised to be much better than this blind date had been.

      And that was a thing to look forward to rather than to dread.
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      Chandra checked her lipstick one more time before getting out of her truck. Seriously, there was no reason to be so nervous about this date. Rahat didn't look like the type to get upset about her weight or what she ate or anything. Heck, if anything they'd been quite nice last night.

      Of course, last night they might have been drinking and they'd certainly just gotten very rudely dumped so who knew? That might not be who Rahat really was. Which was the reason for an IHOP date. Better to be somewhere very public with nice big open spaces so that no one could catch her.

      Catch.

      Jeez.

      Seriously, she was way too worried about this date. Way too worried. It wouldn't be like Haris. It wouldn't. Haris was an outright jerk and abusive. She'd wanted so much more than Chandra could give and hadn't ever been willing to take no for an answer. Learning experience there. When someone just starting to date you keeps pushing for more and more information out of you, when they won't stop touching even as you try to ease away, don't take that as flattering. It was a warning sign and a very big one.

      Rahat hadn't shown a single warning sign. Besides, they were aromantic too. It would be fine.

      And if all else failed, IHOP had that special with the cream cheese frosting between the pancakes topped with peaches and whipped cream. Chandra would get a great meal and then run for the high hills.

      Worth it right there for those pancakes.

      Rahat was already there, no surprise given how long Chandra had dithered over her outfit and then her makeup in the truck. They looked more than a little down when she walked in but perked right back up again when they spotted Chandra by the door. The waitress smiled at her and then grinned when Chandra pointed at Rahat.

      "He's been waiting to order until you showed up," the waitress said. "Nice guy."

      She bustled off, all teenage energy and whip-thinness, leaving Chandra to make her way over to the booth in the far corner of the restaurant that Rahat had claimed. They really did look decidedly male today. Last night there'd been lipstick and dangly earrings with sparkling stars, plus some very nicely done eyeshadow in golds and browns that had brought the color out in Rahat's eyes.

      None of that today, just a shy smile and those big brown eyes staring at Chandra like she was the most beautiful girl Rahat had ever seen. The faint stubble that had marked their chin last night was gone, replaced with a smooth shave that tempted Chandra's fingers towards touching.

      "You look good," Chandra said. She waved at Rahat's very nice blue plaid flannel and indigo bowtie. "I love the tie."

      And the flannel. Jeez, flannel shirt. A lovely subtle way of signaling that they were queer as a three-dollar bill without being obvious about it. Chandra would love to see what Rahat thought of as formal wear. Tails? Or maybe a very severe evening gown? Who knew? She'd have to find a way to ask later.
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