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Chapter One
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“On my way.”

My niece's text is just three words, but they fill me with an immeasurable sense of relief. She's finally out of the behavioral health hospital and heading home.

I tell my cat, “Raven's on her way, Mr. Blondes.” I give him a few strokes, touching fur that's gotten coarser with age. “The next time she tries to kill herself... you've got to stop it, okay?”

God, I hope there isn't a next time. Raven's been depressed for years, but this is the first time she's tried to take her own life. After a mandatory 72-hour hold in a psychiatric care facility, she's coming home.

I track the progress of her aircab on my phone. As of this moment, she's seven and a half minutes away. What am I supposed to say when she gets here? I don't want to make her feel guilty, and I definitely don't want to make her feel like anything's changed. I need to act cool, but how? How am I supposed to be okay with the fact that she wanted to die and leave me behind?

Raven was so determined to die, she actually applied for an assisted medical suicide before the incident. She didn't meet the criteria, so she tried to take matters into her own hands. When I found her, she was passed out on a bed of blood, alcohol, and vomit. I'll never forget the moment I found her, facedown and almost dead.

Mr. Blondes crawls into my lap, so I give his head a rub. If not for this cat, I'd probably be drowning in depression myself. It's not like I don't have a million reasons to be depressed as well. I'm fifty-seven years old, and I've never been married. I never had kids of my own, and I have only a few close friends. People probably think I've wasted my life, and maybe I have. My parents are dead. My sisters are dead. I've written sixteen books, and none are traditionally published. I should be the dictionary definition of depression, but I somehow make it through every day without hating myself and my life.

Well, that's not entirely true. I do hate myself a little bit, but only because there's nothing to love about me. I'm plain, poor, and purposeless. Financially, I barely scrape by. As soon as menopause hit, I felt like my old lady days had officially kicked in, and they're here to stay 'til I'm dead. Fifty-seven years old. God, that sounds so ancient. It sounds like I should be hunched over in an armchair, knitting and playing bingo.

I don't feel ancient, though. I still like hard rock, playing guitar and kickboxing. Is it possible to be this age and still be cool?

Fifty-seven. A piece of me dies every time I think about that number. I should be a peddler of wisdom at this age, but I'm not. I should be a font of knowledge and a source of inspiration, but I'm not. I'm really not. I don't have the answers to life any more than I had answers as a twenty-year-old. I just look older, but that's the only thing that's changed. I'm a rebel who refuses to age. I refuse to feel old on the inside or the outside. I still wear graphic tees and ripped jeans. I wonder if that makes me unique or pathetic.

I get another text from my niece. This time, it's only two words. Almost there. According to my phone, she's now two minutes and thirty-six seconds away.

Compared to me, Raven has everything going for her. She's twenty-three, she's gorgeous, and she's always dating someone. She's got a few good reasons to be depressed, I guess, starting with the death of her mom. I miss my little sister, but Lisa's death didn't hit me as hard as it hit Raven. She was only sixteen when Lisa died, and she's been living with me ever since.

Thirty seconds away. This is it. I go to the door and wait for my niece to arrive. My stomach is in knots as she emerges from her aircab with a bag slung over her shoulder. She looks good, all things considered. Her wrists are bandaged, and her blond hair is pulled back in a swinging ponytail.

“Hey,” I greet her with a smile and a wave. “Who are you, stranger? Long time no see.”

Raven walks past me and heads to her room. She doesn't even say hello or glance in my direction.

Following her into the house, I ask, “Can you check your bag for cockroaches? God only knows what kind of critters they had at that place. Do you need to do your laundry? Because I have to—”

Raven never says a word. She enters her room and immediately closes the door behind her, icing me out. So much for the cockroach check! She didn't slam her door, so I don't think she's mad, but... why isn't she saying anything?

I'm the one who called 9-1-1 after I found her with slit wrists. Could she be angry with me for that?

“Maybe she just wants to be alone?” I whisper to myself as I return to Mr. Blondes, who observed Raven's return from the couch. His soulful green eyes, as gorgeous as they are, don't offer me any insight. I sit beside him and gently stroke his tail.

After several minutes of painful silence, I send a text to Raven. “Would you like to get pizza tonight?”

Pizza has got to sound more appetizing than whatever they were serving at the psych ward, right?

A few minutes pass before I get my one-word response: “Sure.”

In my next text, I ask, “Is there anything special you want on it?” When I don't get an answer right away, I send a follow-up joke. “Maybe you'd like a big pile of anchovies? Black olives? Giant mushrooms?” Those are her top three most hated pizza toppings. Maybe that will squeeze a spark of life out of her?

“Sounds yummy,” she writes back, with a puking emoji to emphasize her sarcasm. “Get whatever you want, Marge.”

“Anchovies it is, then!” I write back, smiling as I send my reply.

Despite this peculiar chasm between us, I honestly feel like everything is going to be okay.
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There are nineteen workers on the third shift skeleton crew of ThriftyGoodz, the largest supermarket in my moderately-sized hometown. Of those nineteen workers, only three of us are human. The other sixteen are robots, designed to lift and stock shelves four times faster than an ordinary human. I'm the last human supervisor in the entire store.

For the last decade or two, going to work has become... unfashionable. Nowadays, more and more people buy robots and send them to work in their place. I tried that a few years ago, but I couldn't afford a decent robot. The most complex robots are expensive, and can be doctors, dentists, and scientists. Ordinary people can't afford these robots, and that includes me. I bought a “bottom tier bot” and sent him to work as a burger flipper at a fast food restaurant chain. He broke down within a week.

Failing my attempt to replace myself with a bot, I had to return to the work force. For the last few years, I've been the only human manager at ThriftyGoodz. Robots zip over to me throughout the night, asking for my advice. I've been doing this job for a few years, but I'm still not used to that.

When I hear the whirring wheels of Johnny racing toward me, I brace myself for an encounter. His name is actually R79i-1, but I call him Johnny because he reminds me of the robot Johnny 5 in an old movie called Short Circuit. I wasn't born until the late-ish 1990's, but that old 80's film was one of my favorites as a kid.

Johnny comes screeching to a halt beside me. He was moving so fast, I would swear there's smoke coming out of his wheels. Johnny is an older robot, but he actually has a sense of humor—sort of. When he says, “Cheerio, Boss,” he says it with an unexpected British accent.

“Hi, Johnny,” I greet him in my usual bored voice. “What do you need, buddy?”

“Smashing!” Johnny exclaims, for absolutely no reason whatsoever. “I am here to inform you that I have finished stocking aisles one through five of soft home goods. Is there anything else Boss requires of me?”

At the moment, I'm stocking kitty litter, so I throw a box on a shelf and pause to think about my answer. “Umm... let's see...” I mull it over, giving my chin a pensive stroke.

“Human is thinking,” Johnny notes, still with his British accent. Yesterday, he had a Southern US accent. He always likes to surprise me. “Thinking humans always think,” he says, which is true. Thinking must be a strange concept to Johnny, because robots don't think, they just do.

“Sally's undergoing repairs today, so why don't you stock health and beauty?” I suggest. Sally is another robot, of course. Her real name is HC-r-1i. I've bestowed them with human names because it makes everything a bit easier.

“Will do, Boss!” Johnny exclaims. He raises one of his pincher hands over his metal shutter eyebrows and salutes me, then he zips off to perform his assigned task. His whirring wheels are so loud, I have to chuckle.

Despite being an older robot, Johnny is one of the most helpful ones. He can lift over a thousand pounds, and he can move faster than anyone with legs. “Sally” is one of the newer android models that was built to resemble a human, and frankly, she's less helpful. I prefer it when robots look like robots and can actually work hard.

My back is aching after hours of lifting heavy bags of dog food, so I retire to the staff restroom for a short break. After the 2030's, gender-neutral bathrooms were a requirement, so I'm not surprised to see one of my male (human) co-workers using a urinal when I enter. I am surprised, however, to see the blunt between his lips.

“Ah, busted!” he exclaims, zipping up his pants. Justin's rolled cigarette sticks to his lip when he talks. Marijuana is legal on a federal level now, but it's definitely not okay to smoke on the job.

Justin is one of the few humans at ThriftyGoodz, and frankly, he's one of the most useless workers. He's only nineteen, though, so I try to cut him a break.

I hold out my hand, snap my fingers and say, “Here. Hand it over.”

“You want my... weed?” he asks, chortling. “My weed or my dick?”

“Weed,” I tell him, snapping again. “And you shouldn't talk to your boss like that.”

I take a hit from his blunt and pass it back to him. He looks pleasantly surprised, and I'm a little surprised myself. I didn't expect my response to be so nonchalant, but I've been under a lot of stress lately, so a little weed can't hurt.

“No more smoking on the job,” I tell him as he takes another hit from the weed—and passes it back to me.

“Of course,” replies a winking Justin. “And same to you, Marge.”

Ugh. Marge. Have I mentioned that I hate my name? My sisters and I were named after Simpsons characters, but that doesn't make my name any less cringey.

I take a second hit and tell him, “You better get back to work after this. I could use a hand in pets, actually.”

“Sure,” says Justin. He's only been with ThriftyGoodz for about three weeks, and I don't expect him to last much longer than that. Human employees are always coming and going, which is another reason why robot workers are preferred now. They're easier to train and easier to keep.

Slightly stoned, I finish my business in the bathroom and head back to the pet aisle, where I continue to stock treats and toys. My shift ends at seven o'clock in the morning, and as usual, I can't wait to leave. If I could afford to buy a nice robot to send to work in my place, believe me, I would do it. I'm sick and tired of this menial job.

When I return home, I'm surprised to find Raven awake. She's always been a night owl, so it's rare to see her in the morning.

“The psych ward forced me into a first shift schedule,” she absentmindedly explains between bites of cold pizza.

She seems slightly less standoffish today, so I ask, “Do you want to watch a VR movie?” VR movies are for people who lack the fortitude to dive into actual virtual reality games. Raven really likes them. VR movies put you in the center of the action. It's almost like you're an extra in the movie you're watching.

“This early in the morning? Nah,” Raven says, taking another bite. She chucks her crusts, which is a shame. The crust is the best part of the pizza, and no one can convince me otherwise. It's like having a built-in breadstick.

“How about an old movie?” I suggest. “Not VR. One of the classics.”

By now, Raven should know what I mean  by “classic” movie. I'm not talking about a movie from 2002, I'm talking about a movie from the Golden Age of Hollywood. Give me a movie with Cary Grant, and I'm a happy lady. Those movies had a certain magic that even the flashiest VR films fail to capture.

“Nah, I'm good,” Raven says. “Besides, aren't you heading to bed soon?”

She's not wrong. I usually go to bed between eight and ten o'clock in the morning. As a third shift worker, I am absolutely nocturnal.

Raven scarfs down the rest of her pizza and exits the living room without a word. She's not back to “Regular Raven” yet, which is a shame. I miss my best friend.

How could I get her back, I wonder? Maybe we could take a trip together? I could even take some time off from work. It's been a long time since I've taken any vacation days, and I could honestly use a break.

Or maybe...

My eyes narrow as a new idea comes to me. For the last few years, Raven's been begging me to enter a VR game with her. Not a VR movie, but a game. VR games are comprehensive worlds that let you dive into an alternate life. Nowadays, people are literally obsessed with VR games. As a non-gamer, I'm actually a minority.
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