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Vi had a love hate relationship with the sports bar. It had good food and drinks, a live lizard living in a large tank up front, and even a popcorn machine. They were even fond of the signs scattered around the walls, despite the risk of visual overstimulation. 

But it was also loud, almost unbearably so. Depending on where you sat, there was a mix of sports screens and blaring music, and their coworkers preferred to sit as close to the row of tvs as possible. Right near the bar, where it was crowded on Friday nights and weekends. They wore special earplugs to minimize the noise and allow them to focus on what mattered: idle gossip exchanged among their coworkers, and people watching.

They were in the middle of admiring a sign when something livelier caught their eye.

”…paying himself over six grand a month. Can you believe that?”

They locked eyes with the pretty woman across the bar for the third time that night. By now, Vi was certain it wasn’t an accident; the contact too lingering, deliberate, and the latest encounter came with pursed lips and a raised brow. Despite that, Vi was hesitant to register it as flirting. They were woefully invisible to anyone other than men who moved on anything with a pulse. And besides, she was clearly on a date…

One of their coworkers nudged them in the side. “See anything you like,” she said, raising an eyebrow over the straw tucked between her teeth. Riley was an endless source of gossip, partly why they were so reluctant to come out tonight. But it was happy hour, and the coworker they actually liked was treating.

Vi glanced at Samantha now, who was pretending to not be doing work on her phone. It was a Friday night, drinks were popping, and they should’ve been having a good time. “You miss all the shots you don’t take,” she said, not looking up from her rapid fire typing. 

“You should go talk to her,” Riley said, rolling her eyes. “If embezzlement isn’t your thing.”

“Huh?” 

“There you go again, space cadet,” Samantha said, not bothering to look their way. Her attention quickly switched to Riley. “It’s not embezzlement. He just knows how to game the system. And it’s his business. The man can pay himself whatever he likes.”

“Bullshit,” Riley hissed. “After he stepped down—”

They resisted the urge to sneak a peek at the woman. Her features were long burned into their mind at this point; sharp blue eyes, shoulder-length blonde hair, dangerously sharp nails the color of dried blood, and that not-so-subtle grimace of disgust aimed at the unremarkable man accompanying her. Vi appreciated his pokemon patterned teal shirt, but his fashion sense and overall vibe clashed horribly with his date.

“I think she’s with someone,” they said, cutting through the office gossip.

“Doesn’t seem like she likes it, does she?” Riley took a long sip from her drink, and didn’t stop despite hitting the bottom of the glass.

 It occurred to them now that the saluting figure on the man’s shirt was likely a Wobbuffet. “Maybe he’s telling her about his favorite team comp.”

“Who cares?” She rattled the ice cubes in her glass. “I just wanna see some drama.”

“Riley, our job is nothing but drama.” She was just telling them about one of her client’s oddball employees. The man insisted on using his homemade driver’s license and refused to pay federal taxes. There was nothing Vi could do tonight that would top the madness of payroll.

“That’s all fraud, tax evasion, and last minute changes for fifty something employees right before a bank holiday.” She found a pocket of liquid to plunge her straw into. “Plus, I think it’s just sad how the only picture on your desk is a chubby Jack Russell. It makes me sad, Vi. You should think about how we feel.”

“Pets are family too, Riley,” Sam said. She actually looked up from her phone long enough to stare in mock offense. “But let them enjoy being single. Once you settle down and start having kids, life gets real uneventful. And not in the good way,” she added, lowering her eyes to the small screen. “Anyway, since you won’t make a move, do you want to wrap things up here?”

Oh, the joy of being the only twenty something in an office with women ranging from their thirties to late fifties. Almost as hard as being the “diversity hire,” as Riley called it, or at least in the false privacy of her mind. They could tolerate it all a lot more, if not for the familial gift. Or curse, as they often saw it. And thanks to it, they were able to glean a key detail from Sam’s mind. Like the fact that the beautiful stranger was steadily approaching them from behind, having ditched her date.

“Yeah. Thanks again for the meal.” They’d filled up on appetizers and a lone margarita, while Riley mostly drank herself silly, and Sam barely touched neither food nor drink. Something about being the designated driver and wanting to eat with her family.

Vi couldn’t relate to either. They were more of a social drinker. And family was something they avoided at every opportunity they could get, aside from excursions and helping their dad out with his job.

The hairs on the back of their neck perked up near the exit, prompting them to rub at the inflamed skin there. Rather than probe blindly for the curious stranger, they took a quick furrow into Sam’s mind and found all the confirmation they needed.

“I think you made a new friend.” She nodded over Vi’s shoulder.

They expected to see her hovering close behind, but weren’t prepared for her height. She was tall, a good 6ft and possibly taller, if they had to guess. Vi quickly checked the woman’s feet and saw she was wearing heels. Maybe not that tall, but enough to make their heart flutter. 

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you,” she said in a soft, lightly accented voice. Vi couldn’t place it if they tried.

“No worries,” they said, and cleared their throat when they caught themselves mumbling. Pretty, tall, impeccably dressed, and talking to them. But for what purpose? They nervously glanced around for the woman’s partner, hoping this wasn’t one of those unicorn hunters, but he was nowhere to be found. “Weren’t you with someone?”

“Was,” she said, brow wrinkling in distaste. “He’s a bore. I figured you’d be far more entertaining.”

Vi stepped out of the way for a passing couple, waving for her to do the same. Their office mates were huddled near Sam’s car, whispering amongst themselves. Nothing good, they imagined; there was a lot to say about a woman who abandoned her date to cozy up with a stranger.

“Yeah, I couldn’t help but notice you were, uh...” They grimaced, but couldn’t think of a better way to phrase it. “Checking me out.” 

“You had good vibes and I like your fashion sense.”

They glanced down at their standard office attire: a cobalt blue dress shirt, bright yellow tie with black stripes, and orange sneakers. Lilac hair and colorful attire aside, it was nothing remarkable. “Thanks. It suits me, though people tell me it’s more an eyesore than anything.” 

There was a short honk from Sam and Riley’s direction, a sign for Vi to wrap things up here fast.

“Sorry, I was actually with some of my coworkers.” They jerked a thumb behind them. “Do you wanna exchange numbers or something?” Assuming she wasn’t just bored and was genuinely curious about them, Vi had a good shot. There was no harm in rejection, not this early in the game.

“Sure.” She took out a flip phone, the kind used as burners. It seemed out of place with her attire and mood, but at least Vi didn’t have to feel too self-conscious about their outdated smartphone. 

“Shit, I don’t even know your name. I’m Vi.” Another warning honk.

“My name…” She ran her tongue along her teeth. “Hester’s fine.” The hesitation sent off an alarm in Vi’s head, but they couldn’t blame her for being cautious.

“Ok. Hester. And…” Damn, they should’ve asked this first, but it’s always a gamble with strangers. “I’m hip with singular they pronouns. You?”

“I was wondering about that…but feminine pronouns are fine.” She looked like she wanted to say more, but stopped when Riley called out Vi’s name.

“Fuck.” They glared at their coworker before turning back to Hester. “Nice meeting you, I’ll text you later!” They started to leave, but paused when a thought occurred to them. Not that they were in a position to offer a ride, but... “Are you going to be alright?”

Hester tilted her head to the side. “I drove here, if that’s what you mean.”

“Great! Goodnight,” they said, and hurried to catch their own ride.
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Vi didn’t mind the light teasing from their coworkers, who hummed the wedding song off tune and pestered them about their very brief encounter with Hester. They were excited, and cautiously hopeful about what this could mean for their future. Romance was far from their mind; better to hope for the worse than the best possible outcome, was Vi’s motto. But they hoped to come out of this with a friend. 

Making friends was difficult for Vi, but at least doable. The easiest method for them was online, in forums, chat rooms, or discord servers. Popping in and out of an ongoing conversation came naturally to them, even in the faster moving rooms. The main perk to online communication was that it gave them time to string their thoughts together, whereas real life had them lagging behind or zoning out mid-sentence. And then there was the more pressing matter that persisted in offline chatter: Unlimited access to the other person’s inner thoughts and motivations.

They could turn this on and off at will at this point; had spent years tuning this feature just to survive the jungle that is public school and the unspoken bias of their white peers. But curiosity often got the best of them. Sometimes it was even justified, and saved Vi a ton of grief and hurt feelings. And that’s the one thing that worried them about Hester. A simple screening would’ve told them all they needed to know, but the high of being approached by a pretty woman was hard to deny.

Feeling a bit dazed from all that transpired, as well as the slight buzz from their drink, Vi waved their coworkers goodnight and stepped into their basement apartment. It was still light outside, but even with its wide windows, the apartment was relatively dark inside. But not so dark that the boy sitting on their couch went unseen. He was never good at being stealthy, especially in games.

″Tavion,” they said, that happy feeling receding and turning into discontent. “What have I told you about coming down here?”

The boy perked up, big brown eyes longing for sympathy. He had a backpack at his feet, and Vi’s dog curled up at his side. “I ran away,” he said.

They sighed and hung up their coat. “You didn’t ‘run’ away, you hid in my room — apartment,” they said. If he wasn’t almost sixteen and towered over them (and Hester, now that they thought about it), they might have felt sorry for him. He was no longer their baby brother and almost a grown man in the eyes of strangers and law enforcement. “How did you even get in here?”

″The spare key,” he said, before flopping back on the couch. His dreads splayed around his head like an octopus.

Of course. The justification was in case Vi ever misplaced their own key or if the dog wanted to be let out while they were gone. They wouldn’t mind the precaution if it didn’t give their family an excuse to snoop around. Or if the key was better hidden from Tavion’s Cheeto stained fingers.

‘All the more reason to move,’ they told themselves. They’d gotten a taste of independence while dorming and longed for more. The only thing holding them back was money; money for a new apartment and all that came with it. Money for a car and an electric bike for more casual commutes. And money for as a safety net when they eventually left their job and took a year off to travel. They were flirting with the idea of quitting their job to be a day trader, with money earned from investing in the stock market. Some people frowned on “retail investors,” calling them gamblers. Vi saw it as a way of leveling the playing field and potentially achieving a better future for themselves.

Jackie, their Jack Russell Terrier, hopped off the couch to give them a proper greeting. He was getting on in years, and was half blind and deaf at this point. At twelve years old, he was almost as old as Tavion. Money? No, they stuck around for his sake.

″How long do you plan on staying down here? Cause I don’t want to spend the night babysitting.”

″You just got home and you’re trying to kick me out already? Damn, Vi, I thought we were cool.”

″I had a really busy day, and just want to relax. Alone.” It was only a little lie; Fridays were their short days, and it was only the middle of the month. All the heavy lifting came near the end.

″You went out for drinks and was smiling when you came in.” He narrowed his eyes at them and they made the mistake of looking away. “You met someone, didn’t you?” He may not be a telepath, but he was highly sensitive. And Vi wasn’t the best at concealing their emotions. 

″Sort of.” They crouched down beside Jackie and gave him a few reassuring pats.

″What’s their name,” he said, sitting up and resting his chin in his hands.

″Hester.”

″And you got their number? Are you going to call them?”

Vi felt a pang of anxiety and reached for their phone, stopping short of pulling it out of their pocket. “I was wondering about that, actually…” They didn’t know when was the best time to text or, god forbid, call.

″What’s so hard about that? You just call them.” He leaned forward. “And set up a date. I do it all the time.”

″I’m not worried about that.” Phrasing it was difficult, both conceptually and for the sake of their own ego. But they were completely out of their depth here; Hester seemed the sort who went out on a lot of dates, but this would technically be Vi’s first. If things got that far, anyway.

″Uh huh,” Tavion said in an annoying sing-song voice. 

″Shut up. I literally just got her number. You can’t just call someone right away.” They phrased that as assertively as possible, but also hoped for a bit of follow up. And Tavion, whether he knew it or not, delivered.

″Rules are dumb. Do what you want, like me.” 

″Is that why you came down here? You couldn’t handle the consequences of your actions?”

“I’m a grown ass man,” he said, ignoring his SpongeBob themed pajama bottoms. “Pops can’t push me around anymore.”

″Tavion, get the hell out of here.”

″Fine, but remember this — people are like goldfish. They are quick to forget about your ass.” 

He left in a huff, backpack slung over his shoulder. Still, they considered his “advice”. Was it really a bad thing to call her right away? Or, at the very least, send a quick text to confirm the numbers were correct. Maybe a “Hey, this is Vi! I hope you got home safely!” Or was that a bit much?

They ran several scenarios in their head while puzzling over their phone. In the end, they opted to play it safe and went with a “Hey, this is Vi! Sorry I had to cut things short, but I’m free to talk now.” 

Vi watched the phone for far longer than they liked to admit, before setting it down and wandering off for a good ten minutes. Their part was done; if Hester was up to responding or not was up to her. But they almost tripped over their own feet to grab the phone when they heard a ping.

The message struck a warning chime. There was something undeniably ominous about ”Good evening.” But that was probably just how she talked. 

> Good evening. It’s lovely to hear from you.

They sighed and rubbed at their forehead. So formal! Unfortunately, their mind was drawing a blank. She hadn’t given them much to go on. 

>> Did you make it home alright?

> Yes, but the brevity of our conversation frustrated me.

‘Oh, shit.’ They clicked their tongue against the roof of their mouth. 

>> Sorry! I would’ve stayed longer, but...

> No, it’s fine. I’m glad you reached out, or even deigned to humor me. My date was dreadfully dull.

>> Yeah, I figured you weren’t having fun. Why didn’t you leave sooner?

> I was in the middle of eviscerating him on a topic he thought me incapable of. Plus food, but that’s a given.

>> Damn. What was the topic?

> Coding. Software development, in particular. It’s irrelevant now. Would you like to switch to voice? Texting is awkward for me. Both physically and in terms of intentions.

They could understand that; text-based communication comforted them, but could easily be their Achilles heel. But…

Vi glanced at the ceiling. Their bedroom was beneath the living room, AKA grand central station. On evenings when the family gathered around the tv, they could hear the muted sounds of sitcoms and news, as well as the soft creak of footsteps. Sometimes their dad would even fall asleep during. Mom would shake him awake as always, and then everything would go silent. But it was only six, and the 11pm news was a long way off. 

With Tavion’s return likely to cause a ruckus, it was probably the best time for a call. Provided their mouth didn’t run dry from anxiety. Not being face to face helped, at the very least.

>> Give me a minute
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Ignoring the risk of someone clambering downstairs and rattling the connecting door to their apartment, Vi settled down at their small kitchen table, and a glass of water close at hand. The lack of comfort aside, this corner of their apartment was the quietest and offered greater privacy. It was stationed somewhere beneath the family kitchen and dining room, in that cozy corner where the deep freezer lied. 

Hester picked up on the second ring, with a breathy “Hello” that made Vi’s stomach turn.  

“Hey,” they said, and had to clear their throat to get it back to its normally low pitch. ‘Off to a great start already, Vi!’

Hester smoothed it over with a soft giggle. “I’m nervous, too. I don’t usually do this.”

They sighed, relieved to know it wasn‘t just them. “Do people usually approach you, then?”

“Yes and no. But they’ve never been…I’m not sure how to phrase it?”

“Uh, black or nonbinary?” They often got pegged as a “soft stud” or tomboy, depending on who was observing. Which was fine, and they figured that’s what drew Hester to them in the first place. Aside from the natural gravitational pull, anyway.

“Was that not an agender pin on your shirt?”

“Oh!” Vi pressed two fingers against their forehead. They felt silly for not realizing it earlier, but they’d worn that pin so often they completely forgot about it. It was something Tavion gifted them for Christmas, that same year they came out. A small gecko in the standard flag colors: black, gray, white, and green. “You saw it from all the way over there?”

“I have good eyesight,” she said, offhandedly. “But after seeing the pin and your matter of dress, I just had to talk to you.”

They were beyond flattered, and grateful to their cheeky little brother for wing-manning from afar. “So you ditched your date for me, huh?”

“Ugh, Brandon. I couldn’t have ended up with a more boring specimen.”

“Ha. Brandon. More like Blandon, am I right?“ Riley would absolutely eat this up. She’d also take it a step too far.

“Blandon. I’ll have to remember that…” There was a soft tapping from her end, likely from those long nails. “Vi, what do you think about neopronouns?”

Vi blinked at the sudden shift in topics. “I think they’re cool. I don’t fully understand them, but I’m not gonna rain on someone’s parade.” They liked the sound of ey/em, but it was hard enough to get people to respect they/them pronouns.

“I only bring it up because sometimes I do feel a little…” She lowered her voice. “Fae. But I’m a very private person.”

“No, I understand that. Sorry if I put you on the spot.” They fiddled with their glass, the sides now beaded with moisture. It was hard to fall back on context clues outside of the internet, and just as hard to read Hester as anything other than goth and possibly bisexual.

“It’s the first time I’ve actually admitted something like that out loud. I’m ironically more open on my secret Twitter account.”

They instinctively reached for their laptop, which was woefully tucked somewhere on their desk. “Secret Twitter account, eh?”

“It’s a locked account. I don’t want my peers to know I’m an ephemeral bisexual that exists on the fringe of gender.”

Vi thought of their own account, full of “dank memes,” the likes of which involved diamond hands, cats, and mental health issues from depression to grim humor about the rapidly declining rock they all inhabited. “I can see the benefit of having a space just for yourself, even if you don’t seek engagement beyond that.”

“I’m so glad you’re receptive to all this. My biggest fear is being shunned for simply being...me.”

“Damn, that’s deep,” they said, as someone who was only able to come out with the encouragement of their baby brother. Of course, he’d also taken to referring to Vi as his “eldritch sibling” for a solid five months, and hid frogs in their room, but that was typical kid stuff. “I was worried my parents would disown me, but Tavion — that’s my brother — said they would’ve done that already when I told them I liked girls.”

“Ah, how fortunate you are. My mother isn’t as accommodating.”

They winced. “Sorry to hear that. In your case, it’s probably best to keep quiet until you’re on your own. Are you still in school?” 

“I’m on my last year of med school. The first year felt like hell, but this is supposed to be harder.

“Oh, wow. That’s really impressive!” They didn’t know much about med school beyond how unforgiving it was, so anyone who could go through all that had a lot of respect from Vi. “What kind of doctor do you want to be?”

“A surgeon. I’m leaning towards orthopedics, but trying to be flexible. It’s very competitive.” More tapping from her end. “What about you?”

“I majored in finance and minored in business, and now I work in payroll.” It wasn’t their dream job, but at 30k a year they were doing pretty well. There was a lot of room for advancement, so if things didn’t pan out like they wanted to, at least they had experience to fall back on.

“Not as exciting, but it sounds stable.”

“Oh, it’s actually pretty interesting. I’m pretty sure some of my clients are fraudsters, and most are underpaying their workers. It’s not on par with cutting the wrong artery, but the IRS can be brutal.” They rapped their knuckles against the table. “What made you choose med school?”

“The money. But also my fascination with the human body, and how surgery is comparable to, say, gutting a radio or tv and reassembling it.”

“If you’re operating on a cyborg, maybe.”

“Funny how you mention that. But biotechnology isn’t quite there yet, otherwise I would. Mother wanted me to be an engineer, so she was surprised when I insisted on being a surgeon”

And then there was Vi, with their dull, stressful office job. “I wanted to be a marine biologist when I was little, but you know how that turned out.”

“Do you live alone, Vi?” They liked to imagine her lying on her belly, feet lightly kicking in the air, like a teenage girl in the middle of idle gossip.

“Not entirely,” they said. “I have a dog, but I wouldn’t call him a roommate. More like family.”

“Is he a big dog? I don’t care for dogs, but the big ones are fun to wrestle and have better temperaments. In my experience, anyway.”

”…I honestly don’t see you as the type to roughhouse with dogs.“ She gave off very strong “femme” vibes, the kind of girl who fussed over a broken nail and mussed hair.

“Believe it or not, but I was a bit of a tomboy when I was a child. And I did ah, roller derby, up until a few years ago. School got busy, you know?”

“Smart, and athletic?“ Vi pressed a hand over their heart. “I feel like I bring so little to the table here!”

“You’re cute, it sounds like you have a good job, and you live alone. That’s more than a lot of people can say.”

“Yeah,” they said, sitting in their parents’ basement. “I guess I do have it pretty good. Just me, my dog, and various game consoles.” If Hester admitted to being a gamer Vi really would fall for her. Mobile or console it didn’t matter, cause they were flexible either way. “He’s a Jack Russell Terrier. Most places don’t accept large dogs, and I don’t know if I could handle them.”

“Ah, a small dog…at least they’re energetic. What’s his name?”

“Jackie!”

There was a pause on the other end. Then, “You named him Jackie?”

“Well,” they said, fighting back a nervous laugh, “We got him when I was little and my parents let me name him. Any kid would’ve made the same mistake.”

“Not me. I named my rats Rasputin, Tatiana, Milos, Bartok, Aster, and Pippi. And I was six.”

“No Anastasia?”

“She’s dead. The Romanovs were stabbed to death with bayonets, after their jewelry laden clothing repelled the bullets meant to bring them a swift death.”

It was Vi‘s turn to go silent. “I was joking, but I thought the kids went missing or something.”

“No, some old records were leaked. There are a lot of gritty details, including some of the royal family being sequestered into mine shafts and pummeled with grenades. I can link you the article I found —“

“I’m good, thanks. Trying to focus on you.” True crime didn’t interest them, especially not now. “But you had rats? My mom would freak.”

“Yeah,” she laughed. “So would mine. I wasn’t allowed to have a pet, but if I had the choice, I’d like a snake.”

“Aw, like a little ball python?” 

“Boa constrictor. Or a proper python, whichever comes first.”

Jackie would have a heart attack and so would Vi. “You’re very brave, aren’t you?”

“In some ways, yes.” She sighed. “This was fun, but I’m going to go now, if that’s alright.”

“Was it something I said?”

“No, just tired. I’d like to make up for it tomorrow, over drinks?”

“I’d love to, but I already promised to help my dad out with something this weekend.”

“That’s fine. I have business of my own to attend to. Specifically, I’ve been told I’m too ‘cold’.”

“You did sound a little…uptight? But I think you just needed time to warm up.” And she did. She dropped the stiffness and formality the further they got along, reverting only near the end.

“Funny. Most people would just say pretentious. And yet it’s only an issue when it’s me...”

“Who said that? A teacher or a classmate?”

“It doesn’t matter. I’ll text you later,” she said, and hung up before they could say bye. Hester was straightforward, to a fault. But they liked that about her.
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