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A Roo'd Awakening

    by Comfycreations

      Summary

      Michael leads a "good enough" life with a stable, but dead-end job, and a handful of friends in the hometown he never left. Despite that, he feels unfulfilled, frustrated with just sailing through life and daydreaming about what could be. When a pint-sized someone unexpectedly enters his life, could she be the one to help him right his course?
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  There’s that dreaded sound again, one you’d come to hate over the years. It rips you away from another dream, thrusting you into the waking world as you begin to reach its peak.
The blaring directly next to your ear is auditory torture to your groggy self, and you blindly thrust a hand towards your nightstand, smashing your fist down the snooze button with enough force that the alarm clock nearly jumps up. You take a deep breath after abusing your mechanical wakeup call, rubbing the sleep out of your eyes before stealing a sideways glance at the time. You groan when you realize there’s only an hour before you have to be at work, that place that saps your will to live. Your disdain is only amplified by the fact that you’re not much of a morning person, your workplace expecting you to clock in at an inhumane six in the morning.
You quickly sit upright and swing your legs off the bed. Before doing anything else, you need a hot shower, unable to pass as a functioning human without one. Like a zombie, you shamble towards your bathroom and into the shower, a shiver running up your spine when your feet make contact with the ice cold tiles. Once inside the cubicle, you quickly turn it on, jumping back to avoid the stream of freezing water. After giving the water heater a little time to kick in, the nearly scalding water quickly begins to fog up the cramped cubicle and bathroom, and you step into the stream to receive its blessing of warmth. You close your eyes, one of your hands shooting forward to brace against the wall in front of you. As the water runs down your hair and skin, you can’t help but to shudder as a wave of energy flows through you, the temperature shock instantly leaving you far more refreshed and alert than you were just moments ago. You stay like this for a few minutes, the warmth the only solace you have before the agonizingly long work day ahead. As much as you’d like to stay here forever, you know you should wrap up before you find yourself having to skip breakfast to make it to work on time, something that’s become an unfortunate habit as of late. You can’t help but let out a drawn-out sigh as you dig your fingers through your scalp, your thoughts briefly drifting to your earlier dream. You’re not entirely sure what to make of the fact that you’d dreamt of your ex again, especially in a positive light like that. You try not to think too much about it as you speedily wash the rest of your body, praying the hot water doesn’t run out before you finish. After shutting the water off, you quickly step out and thoroughly towel yourself off in front of the sink. You tie the towel around your waist before wiping off the fogged up mirror to get a good look at yourself. You don’t have enough stubble built up to where you’d catch flak at work for not shaving, so you opt to skip that step; instead messily styling your black, medium length hair with just your fingers and some pomade.
Once you finish cleaning up, you head back into the bedroom to change into your work clothes. A glance at the mirror gives you a glimpse of the bright, cheery uniform you’d come to associate with misery over the past few months. It’s a grim reminder that you’d been working at the local ice cream shop for the last couple of years, something you’re less than overjoyed about.
That crushing feeling is only made worse by the fact that every job you’d applied for in your field had turned you down for one reason or another, and despite having a master’s degree, you’re stuck working a dead end job only a teenager would be happy to have. And not for lack of trying either, even while scraping the bottom of the barrel, opportunities for a better job had seldom presented themselves over the years. So here you are, stuck renting a matchbox of an apartment to avoid losing your last shreds of dignity by moving back in with mom and dad. Aside from the humiliation of working a food service job this late into your 20’s, the gig isn’t all that bad. You’d gotten to know some great people amidst some less than stellar coworkers, and you’re grateful that they’ve made your days spent working there a touch more bearable.
“Could always be worse,” you repeat to yourself like a mantra as you make your way through the tiny hall, your stomach begging for food with a loud growl.
Your dinky kitchen was nothing to write home about, but it’d served you well as a bachelor, everything organized in the perfect way to suit your needs. You scavenge what you can from the fridge and pantry to throw a quick breakfast together, grabbing some eggs, bacon bits, butter and bread. You turn on the stove and quickly whisk the eggs in a bowl, stealing an occasional glance at the wall clock as you do. You slowly pour the mixture into the now hot and buttered pan, being sure to scramble the egg mixture before adding in the bacon bits. The ding of a toaster as the scrambled eggs finish cooking is like music to your ears, and you toss everything on a plate before taking a seat on one of the stools at the tiny breakfast bar. While you want nothing more than to enjoy your meal, a hurried look at your watch tells you you’re quickly running out of time to do so. You wolf your meal down like a man possessed, your free hand patting down your pockets to make sure you’ve got everything you need for the day. After cleaning your plate of food, you toss the dish into the sink before rushing out the door, almost forgetting to lock up behind yourself. You fumble with your keys for a bit, nearly dropping them as you grumble out your morning woes, the ticking of a clock still on your mind as you rush towards your car.
You almost trip as you take the steps down from your apartment two at a time, and very nearly smack your head into the frame of your car in your haste to get in. It takes a few tries to get the engine on your shitbox to turn over, and you silently curse yourself for not setting an earlier alarm. It finally catches on the third attempt, and you quickly find yourself speeding out of the apartment complex. Driving to and from work is arguably one of the better parts of your day, the gentle hum and vibrations of your car providing the perfect environment to gather your thoughts in peace. As much as you appreciate the calm moments, it’s a double edged sword that leaves you alone with your worries. You try to distract yourself by thinking back to simpler times, smiling as thoughts of college fill your mind. You’d gotten up to some pretty crazy stuff in four years, though maybe that was putting it too lightly considering you’d been a hair’s breadth away from ending up hospitalized on multiple occasions. Once when you’d taken a plunge from a roof into a backyard pool, just narrowly avoiding shattering every bone in your body; and another when you’d blacked out, nearly choking on your own vomit. You’d sworn off the casual drinking after that night, slowly weaning yourself off out of fear of developing an addiction. You’d seen far too many close family members ruin their lives and health that way, not wanting to be another tally mark on an already mile long list. The parties, those old club gatherings and shaky friendships, they were always just temporary distractions from a stressful academic life. No matter what you did or how much you sought it out, you never managed to find a stable, meaningful relationship for one reason or another. To top it all off, what few good friends you’d made there grew apart after graduation, only seldom keeping in contact, though that much was to be expected. You feel pathetic thinking about it, but you couldn’t name a single person from university you were truly close with, a fact that saddens you to no end. Despite the sad state of your life after graduating, you’re proud of the fact that you’d never resorted to forgetting yourself in a bottle. Over the years you’d found more productive ways to repress your misery, some more effective than others. Thankfully, the asshole honking his horn behind you in traffic knocks you from your depressing train of thought.
“Get a fucking move on already!” he screams, and you can see him leaning out of the window of his truck from your rearview mirror.
“I fucking hate this town sometimes,” you mutter to yourself as your slowly inch forward in the traffic jam.
The gridlock eventually clears up, and you pull into your store’s parking lot with just minutes to spare. You stare into your car’s mirror, taking a deep breath as you mentally prepare yourself for another day of work, earning you a strange look from someone passing by. You grab your backpack and step out into the cold, power walking towards the entrance. You hear that familiar entry bell chime as you swing one of the doors open, rushing over to the wall to clock on for the day.
“Hey Mike, how was your weekend?” you hear Kevin ask from behind as you punch in.
“Just more of the usual Kev, how about you?” you ask, fist bumping him once you’re done clocking in.
A sly grin begins to tug at the corner of his mouth, “Eh, can’t complain. Met someone new at the bar on Saturday.”
“Oh yeah?” you ask, cocking an eyebrow at your coworker, “You gonna tell me how that went?”
“I will when Kelly’s not hovering around looking for a reason to write us both up,” he laughs, patting you on the back. “What else is new though, right?”
You can’t help but nod in agreement. “Preaching to the choir here, buddy.”
Kevin is one of the few people you can call a true friend, the two of you working together on the same shift for about two years now. He’d always have your back and you tried to return the favor whenever possible. Kelly, on the other hand, is your shift manager, a fact you’d begrudgingly come to accept over time. It bothers you to no end that someone two years your junior was in charge, especially considering they’d only been working here for about a year. You did a good enough job of sucking it up, swallowing your pride a little more each and every time you have to take orders from her. Speaking of the devil, you can see her walking towards you and Kevin out of the corner of your eye.
“Care to explain why you’re late today?” she asks, clipboard in hand, her expression telling you she gets some kind of twisted enjoyment from this.
What little hope of having a good, stress-free shift had gone out the window in those few words.
“You ever been stuck in traffic, Kelly?” you ask, doing your best to not let your frustration shine through as you turn to meet her gaze. “I know it might be a crazy concept, but it’s out of my control.”
Kevin quickly excuses himself and ducks into the backroom, and you can’t blame him for not wanting to get dragged into things.
“Everyone has to deal with traffic, Mike, you’re not special and certainly not the first to use it as an excuse,” she says, writing down something on her clipboard. “It’s store policy to give people warnings when they’re late this often.”
Normally it wouldn’t be such a big deal, but your poor morning had created the perfect storm to feed your irritation. You’re absolutely sick of her hounding you over every little thing you do at work, only made worse by the fact that you’d been friends at some point.
“Why is it such a big deal when I’m late but when I have to stay fifteen minutes longer because the next shift rotates in late without an excuse, it’s suddenly fine and dandy?” you ask, and you can feel a headache coming on.
“That’s not my problem,” she says, putting the clipboard down on the counter before crossing her arms. “I manage your shift, not theirs.”
As the conversation goes on, you can feel your frustration coming to a boil with each and every unsatisfactory answer she throws at you.
“You’d think if their manager doesn’t give a shit if they’re fifteen minutes late, you wouldn’t care so goddamn much when I’m two minutes late!” you shout, and you’re thankful there’s nobody to witness you slamming your open palm onto the metal countertop.
She stares daggers at you, your outburst seemingly not phasing her in the slightest. “Don’t raise your voice with me, Mike. You might not like it, but I’m your manager and it’s my responsibility to make sure this store is fully staffed every day.”
“Jesus Christ Kelly, look around you,” you say, waving your arm around for effect. “This place is a ghost town when we open, can you really not handle things for two minutes without me? Better yet, why is it so hard for you to cut me some slack for once?”
“Just please make an effort to get up earlier Mike, I don’t want to keep doing this song and dance every day,” she says, taking her clipboard in hand again. “Next time I’m not going to ask nicely.”
“Fine,” you concede, not wanting to drag this argument on any further. “I’ll try to come in earlier.”
“Good,” she says, smiling before turning towards the freezer.
If that was asking nicely, you don’t even want to know what she plans on saying next time.
You can’t help but feel like she’s had it out for you these last few months. You can’t exactly accuse her of it, but you’re sure your less than clean breakup has something to do with it. You mentally kick yourself for not listening to your rational side when the two of you first met. It’s considered universal wisdom to never date a coworker, but you’d been stupid enough to barrel ahead and go through with it anyways. You try not to blame yourself too much, especially considering how well the two of you hit it off originally. Things started off really well with your relationship and for weeks and even months you felt like you were on top of the world. You being the touchy-feely idiot you are with people close to you, had shared a lot about yourself with her. Even the personal stuff you wouldn’t even think about sharing with other people, namely your rocky childhood and home life. While you wouldn’t say you were raised in an abusive home, you’d spent enough at your cousins’ houses to see what it was like firsthand. There was usually an underlying reason behind it, and in your family the recurring one was alcoholism. Even the ones who didn’t have families of their own to speak of ruined their livers and became financial burdens on those closest to them. You’d told Kelly everything, even how you wanted to avoid the same fate by following in your father’s footsteps. You look up to him, the man who’d worked so hard to put a roof over your head as a kid and give you every opportunity you needed to be successful. It’s something you’ve always been grateful for, even if you hadn’t been the best at showing it. That’s why it stings so much to be stuck working this dead-end job, you desperately want him to be proud of you while you still have him. While you’re confident you’ll measure up to his expectations one day, the doubt lingering in the back of your mind occasionally makes itself known.
Some days those doubts were stronger than others, and you’d have trouble maintaining your composure around Kelly. Despite that, she was always there when you needed it most, providing that love and comfort you’d seldom felt before, even when you felt like life was hellbent on breaking you down. For a multitude of reasons, your relationship became strained, and even still, she’d always continue to give you the confidence and encouragement to better yourself as a person. It’s something that to this day you’d never thanked her properly for, arguably the best gift anyone had ever given you, tangible or otherwise. She wanted to take things to the next level by moving in together and you’d gently turned her down, out of fear that it’d somehow all go south if you agreed. Even to this day, you’re unsure if you made the right call, but in hindsight you could’ve handled things much better. You didn’t even go through the trouble of explaining your reasons to her, or at least, not well. That’s why you took the lion’s share of the blame for initiating the eventual break up, your crippling fear of commitment and self doubt leaving you without many other choices in your mind.
She didn’t take it too well, not that you’d expected her to. You’d at least had the balls to tell her face to face, remembering the sting of every slap, her heart wrenching sobbing only amplifying the guilt you felt then. Whatever meager apologies you had to offer, she didn’t want, and who could blame her for just wanting you out of her life? You threw away your relationship with someone who cared for you out of fear of being some kind of burden. Your poor communication certainly didn’t help matters any, and after breaking things off you’d become keenly aware of just how much pain you’d inflicted on her. Moving forward you promised yourself you wouldn’t let yourself hurt anyone like that ever again. You couldn’t stand the way you felt for weeks after the fact, feeling like the biggest asshole to ever walk the earth. You wallowed in a pit of self-loathing for weeks, deluding yourself into believing you didn’t deserve the kind of love and comfort she’d given you ever again.
After getting out of that slump, you tried to get moved to a different shift, upper management not willing to budge an inch even after explaining your situation to them, despite both your wishes. You tried your best to get along with Kelly despite her clear biases but no amount of avoiding her was ever enough, somehow almost always finding an excuse to write you up. You’re thankful she’s eased up on being such a hardass over the months, even if she did make your life hell for a few weeks. At least your job of scooping and weighing ice cream isn’t very hard or surely the combined stress would’ve gotten to you by now. As some would put it, a job so easy even a monkey could do it. You try not to let that fact get to you too much, instead feeling guilty for snapping at Kelly earlier, making a mental note to apologize to her when you get a chance.
You get to work, doing your best to keep your depressive thoughts buried by keeping yourself busy. Sure, cleaning the bathrooms after the midday rush certainly isn’t the highlight of your day, but it comes with the job. The first few hours of your work day are always especially tedious, and once you’re done cleaning, you head back out to strike up a conversation with Kevin to pass the time.
You put a hand on his shoulder and he jumps a bit at the contact. “So, you gonna tell me about that girl you met?”
“Jesus, you’re going to give me a heart attack,” he says, a hand clutching at his chest. “What, you mean the bar girl?”
You can’t help but laugh at his over the top reaction. “Who else do you think I’m talking about, numbnuts?”
He puts an arm around you before bringing you in close. “Don’t judge me too much, alright?”
“When have I ever judged you before, Kev?” you chuckle, shaking your head at his words. “Come on, spit it out.”
“She was uh… one of those anthro girls,” he says, bracing as if you’re about to give him the ribbing of a lifetime.
“Wait, seriously?” you ask, cocking an eyebrow at him, “Honestly didn’t peg you for the type.”
“That’s how I felt at first, but then we went back to my place and oh my god, the things she could do with her ton-” he says, cutting short when he notices Kelly eavesdropping.
You look behind your shoulder and confirm she’s still standing within earshot before saying anything.
“You know what, nevermind,” Kevin says loud enough for her to hear before cupping a hand over his mouth.
You’re not entirely sure this routine of his is going to work, and another glance reveals her to be in the exact same spot as before, an unamused expression forming on her features. You watch as she finally ducks into the back office, nudging your friend in the side to let him know the coast is clear.
“Listen dude, dog girls are fucking awesome, they can’t get enough of you,” he whispers, a huge grin on his face. “Felt like a goddamn king with the way she treated me.”
“You sure it had nothing to do with the fact that you were probably drunk off your ass?” you laugh, playfully elbowing him in the side. “Jokes aside, I’m happy you had a good time.”
“Thanks man,” he says, the grin on his face widening more than you’d thought possible. “I gotta say though, the constant sniffing was a little weird. But if you can look past that kind of thing, you should give one of them a shot, my man.”
“I don’t know that I’d be too into all that, but I’ll keep it in mind,” you say, the mental image of your friend getting sniffed like a piece of meat extremely entertaining to you. “Listen though, I’m gonna check out that new burger place on break, you want to tag along?”
“Fuck yeah, I’m in,” he says, finally taking his arm off you. “Don’t have to ask me twice.”
Two hours pass by and you both take your break, leaving Kelly to hold down the fort on her own. You decide to drive there, the weather far too chilly to walk despite how closeby it is. Kevin seems content with enjoying the music playing from the radio, giving you another rare chance to collect your thoughts. You think back to what he’d said earlier about the girl he met and you come to the realization that you’d barely even talked with anthros in college beyond stuff like class projects and presentations. That being said, you’d seen a few with bodies nice enough to make a man want to reconsider. You’re also not particularly proud of the fact that your curiosity had gotten the better of you and pushed you to do some ‘research’ on the seedier parts of the internet. Dating outside your species is still a weird concept to you, and you’re sure you’re not the only one who feels the same way. It’s something that’s still seen as taboo to do as a human, despite the fact that you’ve lived among them for the entirety of your life. You wouldn’t mind trying it at least once should the opportunity arise, but it’s never presented itself to you.
You’re not entirely sure where your bizarre train of thought is leading you, and you decide to think of other things as you pull into the burger place’s parking lot. The two of you quickly hop out of the car and soon find yourselves staring up at the menu over the register. After sizing up the options for a moment, you settle for a nice, juicy double cheeseburger with all the fixings, opting to split an order of chili cheese fries with Kevin. Your order arrives after a short wait and it’s clear that everything here is made to order, something you’ve come to appreciate from your time spent working in food service. You take your booth seats in the somewhat busy restaurant and neither of you waste any time digging into your greasy, piping hot meals. The two of you barely manage to get a word out as you tear through your meals in record time.
Kevin groans as he rubs his clothed belly after finishing the last of his meal. “Goddamn, that hit the spot.”
“Right? I haven’t had a burger that good in a long, long time,” you say, giving off a groan of satisfaction of your own.
A quick glance down at your watch tells you it’s about time to head back to work, not wanting to incur Kelly’s wrath for the second time today. While there aren’t usually many customers to speak of in the morning and midday, the late afternoon rush starts pouring in when school lets out. You might not get along with Kelly, but leaving her alone to deal with a horde of schoolchildren just wouldn’t sit well with you. You know as well as anyone else how bad things can get with them, the noise, smells and constant spills you have to clean up coming together to form an environment so obnoxious it could give even the most patient man on the planet a headache.
“We should probably get going,” you say, polishing off the last of the fries before attempting to tear yourself away from your seat. “Kelly’s liable to hunt us down if we leave her alone for the rush.”
“Can’t even enjoy a meal with how short our breaks are,” he grumbles, quickly joining you in attempting to get up after stuffing his face.
The two of you make your way out of the restaurant and back to the car. You speed a little on the way back, just to ensure you wouldn’t get Kevin written up for something that was your idea in the first place, and much to your relief, you both manage to clock in with seconds left to spare. The two of you quickly get to splitting the chores in anticipation of the afternoon rush to come. You draw the short straw and end up having to both clean and refill the toppings bar, a task you’ve come to dread with how long it takes. Since the storage space up front is more than limited, you end up having to make multiple trips to the freezer to bring everything out. You step into the walk-in fridge and rifle through the shelves until you find exactly what you’re looking for. You stack them as neatly as you can before carefully picking them up, being careful to lift with your back so as to not hurt yourself. With several boxes of toppings now blocking your vision, you’re careful to walk back slowly. Even with the care you’d taken, you nearly bump into something, quickly having to correct to avoid dropping everything.

“Shit, sorry, Mike,” you hear a distinctly feminine voice ring out from past your line of sight. “You alright?”
Once Kelly comes into view you think about telling her to watch where she’s going, but you already feel bad enough about your earlier outburst.
“Yeah, I’m fine,” you say, to which she nods as she offers an apologetic smile. “And listen, sorry about… earlier.”
“It happens,” she says, and though it’s not forgiveness you’ll take it anyways. “Don’t worry about it.”
The two of you head your separate ways and you get to refilling every topping tray with crushed cookies, chocolates and even gummies. You finish the arduous task just in time for the afternoon rush. While it’s easily the most painful part of your day, you feel joy from seeing people of all ages smile as you prepare and hand them their ice cream of choice. It turns the job from what’s normally a boring slog to some kind of performance art with how quickly you have to work to keep everyone happy. You and Kevin alternate from serving and working the cash register, and soon the large crowd of customers at the counter begins to thin to more manageable levels. You can feel a dampness start to accumulate under your cap and hair net as you serve one of the last customers in the store. You scan the store and find it to be nearly empty, short of a family still working on their cones. A glance at the clock on the wall tells you you’d finished much earlier than expected, something that makes you feel a small sense of pride at a job well done. It’s those little things that help make a job like this feel much more bearable. You opt to take a small bathroom break before cleaning up, having a little under an hour before you get off work. You wash your face and forehead as best you can without taking off the hair net, wanting to be at least somewhat presentable when you hit the gym later. After you’re satisfied with your appearance, you head back out and start the slow process of restocking and cleaning things for the next shift.
When you’re almost wrapping up with said process, you hear that familiar entrance bell ding all the way from the walk-in freezer. You go to see if a customer has come in, but the store is barren aside from you, Kevin and Kelly, who are also both in the back. Chalking it up to a draft or something ringing the bell, you turn to head back to your duties, at least, until you hear someone yell from closeby, scaring the everloving shit out of you.
“Oi dickhead, down here!” you hear, though you don’t see the source over the noise until you approach the tall counter and peer over it.
You find what you think is a kangaroo girl, and a fairly small one in stature at that. Just eyeballing it, she seems to be on the shorter end of four feet, considering how you seem to tower over her in comparison. That being said, your perception might be a bit skewed considering everything behind the counter is on a slightly raised surface. Despite that, it’s difficult to resist the urge to make a short joke since you have about two feet on her. And that wasn’t to say her height is a bad thing either with the excellent view from above it grants you. You feel like a pervert when your eyes land on the rear end of her form fitting shorts, quickly looking away to meet her gaze instead, those ‘research’ websites having done things to your tastes you aren’t exactly proud to admit.
“My bad, didn’t see you there,” you say, putting on your best customer-facing smile.
“Can I still order something or am I buggered, mate?” she asks, and while some part of you wants to say no, the look of excitement on her face prevents you from doing so.
“We’re open late, just wasn’t up here since my shift is almost over,” you say, unsure as to why you felt the need to explain that. “What can I get you?”
“Two scoops of vanilla and… some of the granola there on top,” she says, pointing at the topping. “Oh, and a cone, please.”
You have to admit, the way she has to stand on her tiptoes to see over the counter well is pretty damn adorable. “One cone, coming right up.”
You scoop up the ice cream and sprinkle a generous amount of granola on top, smiling as you reach over the counter to hand it to her. “Anything else, or will that be all?”
“Just that, mate,” she says before taking an experimental lick of her ice cream. “How much do I owe ya?”
You’d never really put much thought into how anthros eat ice cream, but you figure the fur on their snouts might make it a sticky, messy ordeal.
“That’ll be three twenty five, will that be cash or credit?” you ask, sliding over to the register to take her payment.
“Cash,” she says, handing you a five dollar bill before throwing a handful of change into your tip jar. “And that’s for calling ya a dickhead. Sorry, mate.”
You can’t help but smile at the gesture. “Don’t worry about it, just part of the job.”
Seemingly content with your response, she leaves the store, the encounter leaving you chuckling as you go back to cleaning up. You can’t shake the nagging feeling somewhere in the back of your mind telling you that you’d seen her elsewhere before. After racking your mind for potential places, you eventually chalk it up to coincidence as you wrap up your task. Kevin finally emerges from the back, and the two of you grab your bags before clocking out and making your way back towards the nearly empty parking lot, walking side by side towards your car.
“So, you up for a movie this weekend?” you ask.
He seems to think about it for a second before shooting you a reply. “I’m down, just let me know when. Heard the new Ocean’s 14 movie was pretty good.”
“Cool,” you say, fist bumping him as you finally reach your junker. “I’ll shoot you a text this weekend or something. Take it easy.”
“Later dude,” he says before walking off to his parking spot.
You get into your car and let out a sigh of contentment now that you’re off work, yanking your cap and hair net off. You toss your bag in the back before turning over the engine, happy to be heading away from that place and towards your little slice of heaven. When you finally pull up to the local gym you feel at home, looking forward to a nice, hard workout to get your mind off things. You park your car and pop the trunk, grabbing your gym bag before slamming it shut and heading inside.
Once there, you make a beeline straight to the locker rooms to change out of your stuffy and frankly embarrassing work clothes in favor of some lighter shorts and a t-shirt. You also fish out your water bottle and gloves from your bag before tossing it in one of the lockers. You slowly make your way out of the locker room, filling up your bottle with some of the cool water from the fountain as you scan the gym to figure out what you want to do. You think about just doing your usual routine and starting off with some cardio, but the punching bag in one of the far corners of the room catches your eye. After the work day you had, it’s not exactly surprising to you that it makes such an appealing choice, allowing you to “healthily” let out all your frustrations without so much as a care in the world. You saunter over to the bag, slipping on your gloves as you walk. Once there, you take a sip from your water bottle before setting it down, taking a few deep breaths as you get into a comfortable boxing stance. You let loose a barrage of blows into the bag, each consecutive punch having more force behind it than the last. Every blow is accompanied by a loud thud as it jostles around with each and every hit absorbed. Maybe it’s not the healthiest way to deal with stress given how much better you feel with every forceful hit on the bag, but it feels right. You continue to work up a serious set, only stopping to take a breather or sip at your water. By the time you’re done, you’re throwing punches that could knock someone out cold if you aimed them correctly, something that fills you with pride.
You find yourself smiling when you’re finally through with your last set. You’re thankful you have this place that you love to serve as your sanctuary, flaws and all. The huge variety of equipment, the friendly regulars, the women in excessively skimpy workout clothing and even the horrible music that had come to grow on you over the years all made this a great place to just… forget about your worries, even if only for a while. You slump against the wall as you take a break from boxing, sipping at the ice cold water as you watch what’s playing on the TV above you. Once you’ve caught your breath again, you settle for doing some lunges to warm up while you decide on whether you want to work arms or legs today. Halfway through, you settle on doing a few deadlifts, some bench pressing and finally, finishing things off with a set or two of squats. You normally try to avoid doing both legs and arms, but you skipped a day on the weekend and you want to try and make up for your slacking. You wrap up your set as quickly as possible and make your way towards the lift platform near another corner of the gym, a grin now stuck on your face. Out of the three lifts you’ve chosen to do today, deadlifts are by far your favorite, the amount of muscle groups you can work at once exhilarating to the fitness gremlin that’d taken up residence in your brain years ago. The thunk of the heavy weights hitting the ground that accompanies each rep is just the icing on the cake, the sound like music to your ears. Bench pressing isn’t far behind on that list though, the pump it gives your chest and arms giving you a huge confidence boost every time you look in the mirror after a set. And last but not least, you can’t forget the glutes for the sloots, your least favorite out of all the essential lifts. As much as you hate them, the results of said squats are apparent to anyone who even so much as glances at the lower half of your body, your ass one even some women might be jealous of.
You rack the bar with three plates on each side, not wanting to go too crazy after your short hiatus from any gym related activity. You do some more quick stretches before you begin your lift, not wanting to put any more unneeded stress or strain on your muscles. You put your hands on the bar and try to settle into a good form before committing to the lift, all the videos you’d seen on the internet about horrendous injuries stemming from poor form scaring you into being almost too careful with your lifts. You lift the bar, nearly bucking at the weight despite not being your one rep max, but you manage to get it all the way before you release the bar, making a satisfying thud when it impacts the wood below. You do a couple more reps until you’re satisfied, not wanting to wear yourself ragged before you get to bench pressing. You quickly blow through the rest of your planned workout, despite having to stop a bit short of your usual sets while bench pressing and squatting due to muscle aches. You take some more time to rest and catch your breath before heading back to the locker room, not exactly a fan of breathing in the musty smell that permeates them. As you walk back towards the locker room, you think about your lifts some more, unhappy with the lack of progress and even stalling on some of your important lifts.
You partly blame your lack of a coherent diet as of late, your breakup and a few things surrounding it leaving you far too demotivated to eat clean all the time. In reality, it’s unfair to blame it on that, your laziness playing a key role in your slipping food habits. As you make your way inside the locker room, you vow to stop eating junk food for the foreseeable future, praying it’ll bring back the motivation and improved gains you’re so addicted to. Sweat drips down every inch of your exposed skin, and you opt to go for a quick shower before heading home. By most people’s standards using the gym showers is disgusting, but they’re generally kept pretty clean by the staff at yours. Plus, the added benefit of not stinking up your car and saving on the utilities is just the cherry on top. You change into a fresh set of clothes you keep in your gym bag before heading back out towards the parking lot. The ride home is uneventful as usual, though as you trudge up the stairs to your dingy apartment, you can feel your stomach growling.
You turn the key to your apartment and toss the door open, setting down your bag by the door before dragging your tired body into the kitchen. Normally you cook when you get home but just looking through your pantry and fridge makes you want to pig out on the junk food within, making you realize your clean eating challenge might prove far harder than you’d initially thought. You decide to double down on your promise, moving all the junk food into a part of your kitchen where it’d be out of sight and out of mind. Once done, you’re far too exhausted from your second impromptu workout to make dinner and you instead opt to put together a couple ham and cheese sandwiches. You decide to watch some television as you eat, flipping through channels before finally settling on the evening news when nothing else catches your eye. There’s a couple fairly interesting stories and even some warnings about a string of break ins in the county, though what catches your ear most is when the news anchor mentions something about interspecies marriage legislation. You’ve seen enough human and anthro couples in public to where it seems like a relatively normal occurrence, but according to what the man was saying, it’s still greatly frowned upon in a large portion of the country. You’re of the opinion that so long as two people genuinely love each other, they should be able to get married, even if you personally know a few people who would disagree with that notion. You think back to the kangaroo girl you’d helped out earlier today and quickly find yourself having to shake off some less than pure thoughts. You blame your exposure to the ‘research’ material you’d seen during your college years for where your deviant mind went, and you try to think about anything as you work through the rest of your bachelor meal. Once done, a glimpse at the time makes a feeling of urgency well up within you and you shut off the TV before retiring into the bedroom to get some rest, not wanting to be both groggy and miserable tomorrow.
|||
You sit in the parking lot, fifteen minutes early for work and very much not looking forward to another day of painstaking, menial labor. While it’s freezing in your car, spending ten minutes meditating in the cold before going inside would help make the day all the more bearable. When there’s about five minutes left before you’re late, you grab your bag and lock your car before heading inside. You take solace in the fact that you at least have Kevin there to help pass the time, a beacon of hope in your otherwise dreary workplace, godsend he is. Kelly’s standing at the counter, and there’s a smug grin plastered on her face that only seems to widen as you move to clock in.
“See, I knew you could make it on time if you put your mind to it, Mike,” a joking, slightly sarcastic tone dripping from her every word.
“I’m glad I’ve set such low standards that this is worth celebrating,” you mutter to yourself, your lack of sleep the night before clearly having an effect on your mood.
Given how her expression changes to an offended one your muttering might’ve not been as quiet as you would have liked it to be.
"I just want what's best for you," she says, her words bringing back painful and unwanted memories to the forefront of your mind. "Just like how you always wanted what was best for you."
You’re not entirely sure if she’s referring to your breakup but it certainly feels that way, and the words sting as on some level they’re based on truth. She’d had strong feelings for you and you just… didn’t feel the relationship was as serious as she did. It wasn’t like it was your intention to break her heart, but leading someone on for no good reason went against your principles. Sure, you could’ve handled it better by communicating, but you were blinded by fear and self doubt in the past.
“How many times am I going to have to apologize?” you sigh, your tone of voice slightly elevated as you go on the offensive. “Look, I get it. I’m a shitty person. You don’t have to rub it in, alright?”
She shoots you a look of utter bewilderment and confusion as she stays in stunned silence for what feels like a minute. You’re not sure if the words put her on the spot or if you wildly misinterpreted her meaning.
“Apologize for what?” she asks, the awkwardness in the room now palpable. “I just don’t want you to get in trouble with corporate, that’s all.”
From your brief time spent in a relationship with her you know she was tougher than most when it came to showing their emotions around people, but you better than anyone else knows that denial and bottling up feelings isn’t the way to deal with things. You decide to give both yourself an out from talking about stuff that should’ve been buried in the past.
“You know what, forget I even said anything,” you say, a hand rubbing at the back of your neck as you offer an apologetic smile. “Sorry.”
She doesn’t say anything but the nod she gives you while trying to return a similar smile is good enough for you. The two of you go your separate ways as you head behind the counter while she ducks into the back office. Kevin comes out from the freezer not long after, his flushed face making him look like he’s seen a ghost.
You saunter over and put a hand on his shoulder as he rests his elbows on the countertop. “You alright man? You’re not looking so hot.”
“Wish I was man,” he says, both of his hands rubbing at his temples. “I had the craziest goddamn night.”
“Hit the bottle too much or what?” you laugh as you make a mock drinking gesture. “Thought you had an iron liver.”
“Hell, I wish it was that,” he sighs as he closes his eyes. “Would rather have a hangover than feel the way I do right now.”
You shoot him a confused look as you pat him on the shoulder. “So, what the hell did you do then?”
A shit-eating grin starts to tug at the corners of his mouth before speaks. “It’s not what I did, it’s who I did.”
It takes you a second to understand what the fuck he’s talking about, and you stare at him like an idiot until it finally clicks.
“Who?” you ask, though you quickly realize it’s a dumb question. “Wait… the girl from the bar you told me about? Again?”
“Yup,” he says, the grin on his face only widening at your reaction.
“Seriously?” you say, giving him a firm pat on the back for his accomplishment. “Nice going, man.”
Despite how happy he looks outwardly about his conquest, he just groans as he rubs at his temples. “Don’t say it like I’m some kind of sex god, I feel like a human dildo after last night.”
“That bad, huh?” you say, curious as to why he says that like a bad thing. “What happened?”
“Well…” he says, rubbing at the back of his neck. “Did you know anthros go into heat too? Because I sure as hell didn’t.”
You’re painfully aware about the fact that they do from your many hours of ‘research’ but that’s not exactly something you’re prepared to admit to your best friend just yet. Instead, you decide to play innocent just to save yourself from a well deserved ribbing.
“Really?” you ask, hoping your act is at least semi-convincing. “So… how was it? I’m a little curious.”
He turns his head to meet your gaze before cocking an eyebrow at you. “You really want to know? I’m not leaving out any details.”
“Now I’ve gotta know,” you laugh, a grin of your own starting to form on your face. “Spill the beans.”
“Alright, alright,” he chuckles, bringing you in closer as he puts an arm around you.
He quickly looks around the store just to make sure Kelly isn’t within eavesdropping range, turning back to face you when he confirms the coast is clear.
“From the second we walked through the door to my place she was on me like white on rice,” he says, and his colorful language and beyond enthusiastic use of his hands makes you laugh hard. “She wouldn’t stop burying her snout all over me. Literally ripped my jeans trying to get at my dick, it was insane.”
It sounds too crazy of a story to be true but you’ve never known Kevin to be the type to exaggerate or lie, so you take his words at face value, nodding at him to continue.
“And then?” you ask.
“We did it everywhere man, the couch, the counter, the bed, the shower,” he says, his hands waving wildly as he continues retelling his story. “She wouldn’t stop for anything like she was possessed or some shit. If we could’ve done it on the ceiling she would’ve tried.”
“Remind me not to touch or eat anything at your place ever again,” you say, playfully elbowing him in the side. “Hope you at least wiped the place down afterwards.”
“I might be irresponsible as fuck, but I’m not a slob,” he says in a mock offended tone. “God… don’t even get me started on the claws man, if you could see my back right now you’d swear someone took a rake to it.”
You grimace at the description, knowing exactly how bad it feels to get your back scratched up. It’s great in the heat of the moment, but you can’t imagine how badly it would sting the next day with sharp claws.
“You know if your health insurance covers one night stands?” you laugh, and he elbows you back in response. “Might have to get a better job if you plan on seeing her again.”
“Won’t be a one night stand unless I keel over today,” he says, glancing around again just to make sure nobody would hear your conversation. “Got like two hours of sleep last night and my balls are drier than the goddamn Mojave desert.”
While his vivid retelling makes you laugh, you’d be lying if you said some parts of his story didn’t pique your curiosity a bit, the level of passion he’s describing making you feel a tiny bit jealous. With the way he passionately continues to speak about last night’s escapades, you realize he’s serious about this girl, and you lean back against a nearby box as you let him continue to speak his mind.
“Feels like someone took a flamethrower to my crotch last night with how hard we were going at it,” he says, his free hand moving to rub at his backside. “Think I’ve got rug burns on my ass from when we fell off the bed.”
“That fucking bad, huh?” you ask, shaking your head. “Was it worth it, at least?”
He flashes another shit-eating grin at you again, “My everything hurts right now, but if I’m being honest? I fucking loved it. One hundred percent worth the rug burn.”
You’d heard and uh, seen some of the more unique qualities anthro women had to offer but you’d never talked to a ‘victim’ of one firsthand. While talking to him helps pass the time at your monotonous job, you figure he could use a break after the kind of night he had.
You slap your hand on his back, causing him to wince slightly. “Let me take over register duty for you today, yeah? Just pretend to be busy in the back or something so Kelly doesn’t catch on, alright?”
“You’d really do that for me?” he says, letting out a sigh of relief at your words. “Thanks man, I owe you one.”
He gives you a pat on the back before limping towards the back, that dopey grin still on his face. You can’t resist getting in one last ribbing before he rounds the corner.
“No problem, stud!” you shout with a laugh, making sure he hears you.
“Very funny!” you hear him shout back, almost sure he’s flipping you off.
The rest of the morning goes off without a hitch, Kelly in a seemingly better mood than usual and for just a little while, everything feels like it’s just right. It’s hard to describe how you normally feel most days, but if you had to put it into one word it’d be… unfulfilled. Every day feels like you’re just going through the motions, short of your gym visits and the time you spend with your few close friends. Sometimes it feels suffocating, like you’re stuck in a hole with no good way to dig yourself out. This dead end job of yours is partly to blame, the long hours leaving you with no time to pursue much in the way of hobbies once you get home and your intense gym workouts certainly don’t help matters any. If you could nail down a job with more flexible hours, a lot of your current problems would cease to exist.
A glance down at your watch only makes you sigh, realizing you’ve only got a few minutes before the afternoon rush hits. Much to your surprise, it goes relatively smoothly, even if your legs feel like jell-o. You’re not one to keep track, but it feels like you’d scooped your body weight in ice cream over the last two hours, which by your standards is a pretty impressive feat. You decide to try and get started on cleaning up for shift change early, praying Kelly would have some compassion and let you and Kevin go a bit early, god knows he needs it after the kind of night he had.
You poke your head into the back before yelling something out. “You almost done back there Kevin? I’m trying to leave early today!”
He pokes his head out from the massive walk-in freezer, still rubbing at his temples. “I’m sure as hell not. You know how long she’s going to be like this? I’m practically a dead man walking.”
“Look, if you want to hide out in the back here for the rest of your life, be my guest,” you say, chuckling at his choice of words. “Just help me clean up so we can both get going early, will you?”
More of his body peers out from the ajar door, and he gives you a mock salute. “Fair enough, chief.”
You shake your head at his antics before heading back towards the register and you hear that familiar analog ringing, one you've been conditioned to respond to over the last few years. You glance towards the door only to find nobody there for the second time this week, but a quick peek over the counter reveals exactly what you were expecting, the very same kangaroo from yesterday staring up at you, a small smile on her face this time. You give her a closer inspection this time, her brown hair in a neat, raised ponytail, a nice complement to her spats and what looks to be a mix of a tank top and hoodie. They’re both far too small on her frame, though you’re not exactly complaining with the view you have from above.
“Hey, dickhead,” she says, the small smile now a grin plastered on her face.
“You again?” you say in mock surprise, her words not even phasing you. “What can I get you this time, miss?”
“Mate, just… call me Ruby, please,” she chuckles, wiping at her brow before looking down at the ice cream selection. “Miss just sounds weird.”
“Fair enough,” you say, unsure of how else to respond to her. “What can I get you?”
“Same thing as last time mate,” she says, pointing at the flavor she wants. “Go easy on the granola this time though, will ya?”
“What, too healthy for you?” you laugh, amused by your own awful sense of humor. “This might be a weird question, but have I seen you around before?”
You quickly toss two scoops onto a cone and give it a small sprinkling of granola before handing it off to her.
“Usually stop by here after my jog, but it tends to be later than this,” she says, leaning against the counter as she speaks. “Nice little pick-me-up before a workout.”
“Oh yeah?” you ask, curious as to what she means. “You go to the local gym?”
“Yeah, the one over by Byrd Street, bloody good place to work out at,” she says, taking a few experimental licks of her cone between words. “You go there too?”
“Usually after I’m out of this hellhole, but yeah,” you chuckle, a smile starting to tug at the corners of your mouth. “Maybe we’ll see each other around sometime.”
She smiles back before turning to leave. “See you maybe then, dickhead.”
Your eyes are glued to her large, thick swaying tail and toned ass on her way out, her size too small spats struggling to contain the mass. You feel like a pervert for letting your gaze linger, feeling a half chub starting to form from the sight. That was an anthro girl you wouldn’t mind being seen with. A hand on your shoulder startles you and you turn to see Kevin, slightly slack jawed as he stares at the same thing you are.
“Dude,” he says, elbowing you in the side.
“I know, right?” is all you can think to say in response.
The two of you quickly wrap up your duties, and you get off work about half an hour early for your troubles. On the drive to the gym, thoughts of what the kangaroo girl had said earlier cross your mind. Did she plan on seeing you at the gym tonight or was that just you overthinking things? While you’re admittedly not the best with signals, she did seem like she was making more than just casual conversation. You try to shake the thought from your mind as you pull into the parking lot, just happy to be at the gym again. Once inside, you take in a lungful of that stale gym air, greeting the receptionist as you pass by on your way to the locker room. For a Tuesday night, the place is packed to the gills, the weekly yoga and zumba classes probably to blame. You quickly get changed and head back outside before someone hogs the machines you want to work on, skipping out on the punching bag and getting straight into your workout, your cardio goals done multiple times over just at your job today. You make a beeline for the rowing machine, giving your neglected arms some much needed attention as you sit down and plug in your earbuds before your set, nothing quite like listening to your favorite songs as you do some heavy rows. You struggle a bit with some of the later sets given you haven't really trained arms for two days, but you pull through and manage to finish with only some mild soreness. Afterwards, you supplement with some cable flies to fill out the gap in your routine before doing the exact same exercises from the day before, though in a different order as to rest your arms before you get to bench pressing. Maybe it’s just placebo, but the lifts you were struggling with yesterday feel far easier due to your good mood. Once you finally get to the last lift you begin to believe it’s just placebo, beads of sweat forming on your forehead when you finally re rack the weight after your first set. As you lay on your back panting, you notice a small shadow beginning to loom over you. You see the same diminutive kangaroo from before, scrutinizing you from above, and even though you can see her mouth moving, you’re unable to hear anything due to your music. You quickly reach up to pull out one of your earbuds.
“...going to be alright, mate? Or should I get you an ambulance?” she asks, laughing as she gives you a playful jab on the shoulder.
“Very… funny,” you pant, trying and failing to sit up again. “Just finished my last set.”
She has the smuggest grin on her face as she stares down at your tired, sweaty form. “If you say you don’t need one then I believe you, mate. Just looking out for you.”
“Thanks,” you say before letting out a muffled groan. “What are you doing here this late anyways? Thought you only came to the store after your workouts.”
“Sometimes I like coming to the yoga classes here every now and then, keeps me limber,” she says, shrugging her shoulders. “Plus, it’s ace watching all the fat girls trying to get into the positions, isn’t it?”
You can’t help but chuckle a bit at her words, whale watching also being an occasional guilty gym pleasure of yours.
“Hey, at least they're trying, right?” you say, finally having caught your breath again. "And I’m no expert, but you seem pretty limber as is."
“Yeah, you're right. Sure as hell beats them not coming to the gym at all,” she nods in agreement, smiling as she walks around before extending a hand to help you up. "You know, if you’re getting this worked up just from bench pressing, might want to consider a little cardio."
You take hold of her furred hand to help yourself up. “I’ll keep it in mind. You ever consider doing some stretches and calf raises?”
Her once smug grin and warm amber eyes give way to a cold and bitter expression as she grits her teeth.
“Oh fuck right off then, arsehole,” she says, and you almost lose your balance when she suddenly lets go of your hand before storming off.
“Wait, what?” you say aloud, turning to see her running out of the gym.
By the time you get up, she’s already long gone and the only thing you’re left thinking is, ‘What the hell just happened?’
You slap your forehead when you make the connection, realizing just how much of an idiot you are. You run outside just to see if you can spot her, but you have no such look, the kangaroo seemingly taking off like a rocket.

  *****

“What a fucking arse, what kind of twat makes jokes like that out of nowhere?” you mutter to yourself as you walk home.
You’re absolutely sick of hearing jokes about your height from everyone you've met since you were a kid. Sure, you know you're a short girl, but that doesn't mean you need to be reminded of that everywhere you go, making it all the worse when you thought you'd finally met someone who didn't give a shit about it, only to be proven dead wrong. Most people got it out of their system the first time you talked, and the sheer fact he didn't gave you a spark of hope, only to have it extinguished by him soon after. With mom being a wallaby and your dad a kangaroo, short kids were to be expected, but even then you’d really gotten the extremely short end of the stick. Every single one of your brothers and sisters are taller by at least half a foot, even the younger ones. You feel like tearing up, but above that you feel what’s probably misplaced anger towards that cunt from the ice cream shop. You vow to give that fairy a piece of your mind if you see him again tomorrow. You can't help but get yourself even more wound up as you revisit the events in your head, your teeth gritting for a split second as you continue jogging home.

  *****

The whole way home you keep thinking about what had happened at the gym. You meant to tease a bit when you gave her the advice, but you didn’t expect her to get so offended by what you thought was a harmless joke. Some part of you hopes you’ll see her again tomorrow to apologize for the misunderstanding since she seems like a nice enough girl. Even when you mean well, things usually end up taking a turn for the worst.
When you finally get home, you decide to cook something resembling real food to take your mind off things. You treat yourself to a hearty plate of carbonara, even going so far as to use the nice guanciale you’d picked up the week before. You watch the news for a bit as you eat, shitposting on some of your favorite forums between bites. Once you're done, you finally decide to turn in for the night, throwing the dishes in the sink and preparing your things for tomorrow before jumping into bed, letting it soften your fall as you collapse into it. Though it's difficult to fall asleep for more than a few minutes at a time, the guilt gnawing at you like a starving rat, you shift and stir enough beneath the sheets to tire yourself out eventually, slowly nodding off as your thoughts continue to swirl in your head.






      

  












      Chapter 2
  








  You yawn as you rub at your temple, eyes threatening to close on you as you drive to work, your hand reaching to turn on the radio to keep yourself from falling asleep. You’d had a less than stellar night, getting almost no sleep between your bouts of guilt-induced tossing and turning. There’s nothing more you want to do than to turn back home and crawl into your warm bed, especially when your mind keeps drifting back to what happened last night. While it wasn’t entirely your fault, you still can’t help but feel like a massive jackass for not trying to make things right with Ruby. You know better than anyone else that hiding from your problems wouldn’t do you any good, and as much as you try, you can’t figure out why you care so much about what someone you barely know thinks of you and you find yourself biting down on your lip in frustration. For how often you try to convince yourself you’re a terrible person, you’re putting an awful lot of mental effort into thinking of a way to make things right again with a complete stranger. There’s something about her that you can’t quite put your finger on, something that bothers you to no end. Sure, she’s attractive and while it certainly doesn’t help matters any, that’s not the only reason you want to talk to her. Her reaction was a bit over the top, but even you can’t deny that she deserves some kind of apology for poking fun at something that’s clearly a sore subject.
Your growling stomach quickly breaks your train of thought by reminding you of what else you’d missed out on this morning due to your lack of sleep. At least you’d found a granola bar sitting in your glove compartment, serving to stave off your hunger for a little while. By some miracle of god, traffic is almost nonexistent today, allowing you to get to work much earlier than usual despite waking up late. As you pull into the parking lot, you notice Kelly’s car missing from her usual spot. It’s a strange sight considering she’s practically the poster child for perfect work attendance. You leave your car to check if the store is open anyway, noticing Kevin’s car is there but without him inside. You can see every breath linger in the air as you make your way to the front door, putting your hands in your pockets to save them from the bitter cold. A quick glance inside tells you the store is still closed, pulling at the door handles proving to be futile. You walk over to Kevin’s car to take another look, wondering where the hell he got off to since you didn’t see him inside. Glancing into the backseat gives you your answer, your friend splayed out and from the looks of it, fast asleep.
You shake your head knowingly before giving the window a firm set of taps. “Wake up, sleeping beauty.”
He quickly shoots up in his seat, head swiveling wildly as he searches for the source of the noise, and you can see him let out a sigh of relief when he realizes it’s you.
“Let me in, it’s cold as shit out here,” you say, teeth chatter as he reaches to open the door.
You quickly climb inside before shutting the door. He takes an unamused look at you before frowning.
“What the hell did you do that for, man?” he asks, groaning as he rubs sleep out of his eyes. “Trying to catch some extra shuteye and here you are trying to give me a heart attack, you fucker.”
“Sorry,” you say, genuinely feeling bad for startling him. “Was just wondering if you had any idea where the hell Kelly is.”
“Don’t you have her phone number, bro?”
“Shit, I forgot about that,” you say, slapping your forehead in frustration at his words. “Sorry for waking you up man, can’t seem to think straight today. Barely got a wink of sleep and my whole body feels sore.”
A grin slowly replaces the annoyed frown on his face. “You took my advice, I see. Was it an anthro girl?”
“I guess you could say that, yeah,” you mumble, playing along with his little game.
“No way, what species was she?” he asks, in a tone of anticipation that’s almost too eager.
“You remember that kangaroo girl that came in yesterday?” you ask, rubbing at the back of your neck.
“No. Fucking. Way,” he says, slinging an arm around your shoulder before shaking you so hard your eyes rattle around in your skull. “You’re a fucking legend man. Teach me your ways.”
You lean back in your seat, placing both hands behind your head before letting out an audible sigh. “It wasn’t anything like that, man, I ran into her at the gym but she got offended by something I said and just… fucked off.”
“That bad, huh?” he asks, shaking his head. “There’s always other chances, buddy.”
“Hoping I see her again today so I can at least apologize,” you yawn, leaning back against the comfortable seats. “Practically stayed up all night thinking about it.”
He pats you on the back. “That sucks man, but you’ll probably see her again sometime.”
“Hope so,” you say, letting out a sigh. “Enough about my problems though, how was your night with uh, what’s her name?”
“Oh, with Melanie?” he asks, visibly perking up at your question. “I’m still fucking exhausted but my new game plan worked out great.”
You can’t help but cock an eyebrow at him. “New game plan?”
“Well, I figure if I tire her out first, she won’t have enough energy to pound my pelvis into dust.”
“And?” you ask, chuckling at his choice of words. “Did it work?”
“Well…” he says, rubbing at the back of his neck as a dopey smile tugs at the corners of his mouth. “We still went at it two or three times, but that’s two less than the night before, so that’s a win in my book.”
You decide to use your extensive ‘research’ knowledge to break the news to the poor guy.
“Call it intuition, but you’re either going to be a father or wheelchair bound by the end of the month,” you laugh.
“And why’s that?” he asks, cocking his head.
“Because anthro girls can be in heat for weeks, unless you… well, you know.” You chuckle.
“Oh god,” he says, putting his head in his hands.
You pat him on the back in an effort to reassure him. “There, there, buddy, we’ll hold a wake for your pelvis later.”
A quick check of your watch later and you realize the two of you have been waiting for Kelly to show for about half an hour now. You decide to give her a quick call before going home, fishing your phone from your pocket and quickly rifling through your contacts list.
“Hello, Mike?” she says when she picks up, though it’s garbled by what you can only assume is a poor signal.
“Kelly, where the hell are you? We’ve been freezing our asses off out here for almost an hour now.”
“I’m at my dentist appointment, didn’t I tell you guys to go ahead and open without me today?” she says, a bit more clearly this time.
“No, Kelly. You didn’t say shit to me, I left early yesterday, remember?” you say in a slightly raised tone, the bitter cold quickly chipping away at what was left of your good mood.
“Is Kevin there? Put him on the phone real quick.”
You pass the phone to him, seeing his expression sour in real time as his conversation with her goes on. “What keys, Kelly? You didn’t give me anything! So what, we’re supposed to sit in the cold for another two hours?”
You have to stifle a laugh when he points a finger gun at his head and pulls the trigger. “Damn it, alright Kelly, we’ll be here at noon.”
He hangs up the phone before handing it back to you, a long sigh leaving his lips as he leans back in his seat. While Kelly works just as hard as anyone else, her forgetfulness gets the better of her at times.
“So, what’d the ice queen say?” you ask, closing your eyes as you lean into the seat. “Do we get to go home for the day?”
“We’ve got two options,” he says, holding up two fingers. “A, we sit here and freeze to death or B, we go do literally anything else until it’s noon.”
“Hmm,” you say, rubbing a finger under your chin as you pretend to think. “First option’s pretty tempting, but you want to grab a bite to eat? Skipped breakfast this morning and I’m starving.”
“Same here, my man,” he says, jumping forward into the driver’s seat. “Let’s go.”
The two of you head to a nearby buffet, hungry for a greasy, filling breakfast. It’s probably not the best choice considering you’d sworn off junk food, but a cheat meal here and there probably won’t hurt your gains too much. You stack your plate high with eggs, pancakes, sausage and bacon before returning to your table, eager to dive into the veritable mountain of food. As you start to devour your meal, Kevin can only look on in what seems like a mix of admiration and disgust, impressed at how much food you can scarf down.
“How the hell do you eat that much and still stay in shape?” he asks, shaking his head as if he doesn’t believe what he’s seeing. “I barely catch a glimpse of a slice of cake and I gain a pound. Seriously, you look great.”
“Couple hours at the gym every day goes a long way, I guess,” you say, shrugging your shoulders. “My heart probably hates me for this right now.”
“One of these days I’ll have to get a membership,” he says, between forkfuls of eggs.
“More than happy to show you the ropes if you do,” you say, getting up to grab some dessert. “Can set you up with the same routine I did when I first started out.”
Soon enough, the two of you are stuffed to the brim, and you both pay for your meal before heading back to the store, arriving with only a few minutes to spare before noon. As you pull into the lot, you can see Kelly unlocking the door in the distance. You make a quick detour to your car to grab your bag before running inside to escape the bitter cold.
“About time you showed up,” you say as you close the distance to her. “I can see the headlines now, manager charged with negligent manslaughter of employees.”
She only rolls her eyes at your bad joke, though you can see a small smile on her face. “It’s not that cold you big baby. Wear some more layers for once.”
“And boil in my own sweat in the afternoon?” You scoff in mock offense before chuckling. “I’d rather not if it’s all the same to you.”
She finally manages to get the door open and the two of you clock in together. You’re thankful Kelly seems to be in a better mood than yesterday.
“Could you get started on unpacking the ice cream tubs?” she asks, a hand moving up to tie her hair. “Hopefully we don’t get any customers before then.”
“Aye, aye, captain,” you say, giving a mock salute as you make your way towards the freezers.
You’re in that limbo state between dead tired and wide awake, a warmth starting to radiate from the nape of your neck. It feels good, but you’d give just about anything to be in your warm, comfy bed right now, and you struggle to stay focused on the task at hand. You somehow manage to stay awake and finish unpacking all the tubs with the help of your coworkers, and without any customers to serve, you’re left sitting at the counter waiting for anyone dumb enough to buy ice cream on a chilly day like this. The hours pass by and the normally hectic afternoon rush is much more bearable due to the lack of customers, a handful of teenagers making some noise nothing you can’t handle. In the back of your mind, you’re hoping that Ruby girl would come by again, not wanting to wait until you run into her at the gym again. If the last few times you’d seen her were any indication, she probably wouldn’t be there until next Tuesday at the absolute earliest, a fact that bothers you to no end.
The hours continue to fly by and soon enough it’s time to get things set up for the next shift, and you can’t help but feel a little envious at just how little work they would have to do tonight. You carry several assorted tubs and boxes of toppings back into the walk in freezer, startled when you find Kevin leaning against the shelves.
“You going home or are you sleeping in the freezer tonight?” you ask, loudly enough to get his attention.
He jumps a bit before turning to face you. “I know you’re joking, but I’ve been giving it a lot of thought and honestly? That might not be a half bad idea.”
“I’ll get you a nice urn for what’s left of your pelvis, what’s your favorite color?” you laugh as you pat him on the back. “I’ll even pay for the express shipping.”
“Green,” he laughs, and your own smile widens when you see one start to form on his face. “Don’t know if express shipping is going to be fast enough though.”
“You’ll live, buddy,” you say, patting him on the back again before getting back to work.
You finish what’s left of the work in record time, rushing through things just so you can get home early and get some much needed rest.
You walk over to Kelly’s office and give the door a firm set of knocks before asking, “Hey Kelly? You got a second?”
“Sure, come on in Mike,” you hear in a muffled tone through the slightly ajar door.
You peek your head through just enough to talk to her. “Hey listen, just wanted to ask if I could leave early, have something urgent to take care of.”
She shoots you a puzzled, but concerned glance. “Uh, sure, I guess? Is everything alright?”
“Yeah, it’s nothing,” you say, feeling a bit guilty for the white lie you’re telling. “Just an appointment I forgot about. Everything’s put away for the next shift.”
“That’s good,” she says, her expression softening. “And sure thing, you can go ahead and leave right now.”
“Thanks Kel, you’re the best,” you say, giving her a quick thumbs up before yanking your head away from the gap in the door.
Skipping your gym visit for the day isn't ideal but there's no way you're gonna get any sort of workout done on an hour of sleep, your mind painfully aware of how that's a one way train to snap city just waiting to happen. As you walk to your car, you see a blur out of the corner of your eye and you briefly look around before chalking it up to sleep deprivation.
“Oi, cunt!”
Those are the last words you hear before that blur rapidly materializes in front of you, nearly making you jump out of your skin. You’d been in enough scraps as a kid that you knew what was coming, and you put your arms up to block the incoming blow. You feel nothing more than a sharp sting on your forearm when it finally connects full force.
“Hey, what the fuck?!” is the first thing that comes out of your mouth, unsure as to who’s attacking you and why. “What the hell’s the matter with you?”
You manage to grip an arm as it moves to strike again and you look down to see the person responsible, finding the small kangaroo from yesterday attempting to jerk away from your tight grasp. Without hesitation, you reach for her other wrist as you see her start to wind up for another slap with her free hand.
“Ruby?” you ask in disbelief, still stunned by what’s going on. “Calm down! Why the fuck are you doing this?”
She tries to pull away once again, but you stand your ground and tighten your grip.
“Let go,” she says, though you can still see the repeated rise of her chest as she huffs angrily.
“Not until you tell me why the hell you just tried to punch me in the gut,” you say, still not quite believing that any of this is real.
“You know exactly why,” she says, a scowl tugging at her facial features. “Don’t play coy, wanker.”
“Wait, is this about yesterday?” you ask. “I can explain.”
“Explain my ass,” she says, weakly attempting to break your grip. “See, this is the problem with you humans. You guys always think you can get away with chatting shit about me just because I’m shorter.”
You almost feel like laughing at the downright bizarre situation you’re in, but considering how angry she is, it’s hard to even crack a smile.
“Is that really what all of this is about?” you ask, shaking your head. “At least let me explain.”
“Not until you let me go,” she says, the scowl on her face turning into an uneasy smile.
You’re unsure whether you should trust her or not based on what she’s saying, and common sense screams at you to not trust the girl you barely know. Looking her up and down makes you realize you might be overreacting a bit, especially considering how you tower above her.
“Only if you promise you’re not going to try and hit me again,” you say, though you know you’re letting her off far too easily for someone who basically just tried to assault you.
“Fine, I promise,” she says, a hint of sarcasm in her tone as you watch her cross her fingers. “I’m sorry.”
“Somehow I don’t believe that in the slightest,” you say, and for a moment you’re worried Kelly, Kevin or a stranger might see you in this compromising situation. “Can I just ask why you’re doing it?”
“Why does it matter? Not like you’d care if I did explain,” she scoffs, having given up entirely on pulling away at this point. “And I don’t think you want to spend the next half hour holding me by the wrists in a parking lot.”
“If it means getting a damn answer out of you, I would,” you say, frustrated with her attitude. “Let’s talk somewhere else, it’s too damn cold out today.”
“Where, then?” she grumbles before raising an eyebrow.
“You like pizza? I know a pretty great spot not too far from here,” you ask, hoping to extend an olive branch of sorts.
“Why would I get food with a prick like you?”
“Because I’m hungry,” you say, loosening your grip on her wrists a tiny bit. “And I don’t know about you since you have fur, but I’d rather not freeze to death while we talk. That sound fair to you?”
She tries to avoid making eye contact with you as much as possible, though you’re not sure if it’s out of stubbornness or pure embarrassment. Her gaze instead lands on the only place that’s even more embarrassing, your eye-level crotch.
“Fine, but if you haven’t finished explaining by the time I’m done eating then I’m leaving,” she says, and you can see her nostrils flare up. “That sound like a fair deal to you, mate?”
The realization that it’s kind of silly to continue holding her wrists together considering she could’ve easily kicked you with her powerful looking legs if she’d wanted to hit you like a freight train, and the more rational side of you takes over. You let her wrists go, and you instinctively brace for a blow that never comes.
“Fine,” you say. “Can’t ask for much more than that. Let’s go.”
As the two of you make your way to your car, you can’t help but sneak a few sideways glances at her. She looks thrown for a loop at your response, seemingly not used to the treatment. You’re still wary of her given what she’d just tried to do in public, but you’re not exactly too worried considering she didn’t leap at the opportunity to strike back when it was presented.
“Something on your mind?” you ask, hoping to defuse some of the tension in the air.
“It’s nothing,” she says, though you can clearly tell she’s forcing a smile. “Just having a shit day.”
“You sure?” you ask, prodding the veritable hornet’s nest once more. “You look like you want to say something.”
She says nothing for a while, though her expression changes to one you can’t quite decipher as you keep your focus on her face. Once you’re mere steps from the car however, you can see her mouth start to move again.
“Why aren’t you pissed off?” she asks, her tone much different than the angry one you’d heard minutes ago. “I tried to hit you and you’re acting like nothing happened.”
“Do you want me to be mad?” you ask, shooting her a puzzled look. “I’m more confused than anything. Like, do you do this kind of thing regularly?”
“No,” she grumbles. “First time I’ve done anything like this.”
“Figured as much,” you say, chuckling at the potential expense of your own health. “You’re not very good at picking fights, you know that?”
You can see a small smile on her face in response to your own words, and once you finally come to a stop you can see her sizing up your car. The smile quickly turns to a chuckle and the sound hangs in the evening air for a bit.
“What’s so funny?” you ask.
“Where’d you get this thing, the junkyard?” she says, clearly stifling laughter.
You can’t help but frown at her choice of words when it comes to your baby.
“Very funny,” you say, walking around to the front on the passenger side and unlocking the door before running a hand over the hood of your car. “Sure, she’s got a lot of miles on her but I guarantee you she runs better than most cars from this year. Get in before I change my mind.”
“If you say so,” she shrugs before opening the door and getting inside. “At least it’s clean.”
The borderline OCD cleaning habit your mother had drilled into your head finally seemed to be paying off. You walk around to the driver’s seat and hop in, throwing on your seatbelt.
“I’m a little offended, honestly” you laugh. “You might just have to buy me dinner now instead.”
She turns to look at you, finally daring to make full eye contact again. “No offense mate, but I’d sooner jump out of this moving car before I pay for your dinner.”
You try to think of something witty to say in response but those distracting amber pools catch your eye and turn your brain into mush.
“Hell are you staring at?” she asks, turning away from you. “Something on my face or what?”
“Just looking at your eyes,” you say, hoping some honesty might earn you some trust with her. “Don’t see a color like that too often. It’s pretty.”
She steals a glance at you before turning her gaze away again at the compliment, opting to instead continue looking out the passenger side window, the tip of her tail wagging all the while. “Oi… feeling a little bold after playing superhero, aren’t we?”
“Hey, if you don’t want the truth, don’t ask,” you say, shrugging before starting the car.
You soon take off from the parking lot and you decide to make a little more small talk as you drive to the pizza parlor, to try and defuse some of the tension hanging in the air.
“So…” you say, your mouth getting a bit ahead of your brain. “You from around here or what?”
You immediately regret the stupid, almost rhetorical question that leaves your lips. She briefly turns to you again, that same expression of indifference from before on her face.
“Born and raised, why?” she asks, raising an eyebrow as she looks you up and down, doing her best to figure out your game.
“What, a guy can’t ask questions?” you ask, doing your best to keep your eyes on the road. “Was just curious is all.”
“You’re about the only guy I’ve ever met that would try to make small talk with someone who just tried to hit them, no offense mate,” she chuckles. “If you really want to know though, been in and out of the state all my life. Dad moved us around a lot for work and my mum… well, let’s say she’s a real battler for putting up with it all these years.”
“You enjoy it at least?” you ask, sneaking a quick glance at her when you come to a stop. “Traveling around, I mean.”
“Sometimes,” she sighs, shrugging her shoulders. “Seeing new things is fun but this place still feels like home. Uprooting my social life every couple of years sucked.”
“Yeah, I know how you feel,” you say, drumming your fingers against the steering wheel as the traffic light takes forever to change. “Though I wish things were better around here sometimes.”
“Better how?” she asks, cocking her head. “Place never seemed so bad to me.”
“Been trying to find a better job for ages, have had zero luck with that,” you say, letting out a sigh of your own.
“Dunno, seems like a pretty cushy job to me, scooping ice cream all day long, especially when we’re right in the middle of fall.”
“Well, I’d rather be doing something in my field,” you say, your frustration at your lack of a decent job slowly coming to a simmer. “Besides, you only say that because you don’t have to deal with the kind of customers we get.”
“And what kind would that be?” she asks, a small grin forming on her face.
“Loud, obnoxious middle and high schoolers,” you say, not even wanting to think about the afternoon rush now that you’re off work.
She outright laughs at your words. “Oh, if only you knew mate, if only you knew.”
You want to ask her what exactly she means by that, but you quickly find yourself distracted by the fact that you’d almost missed the turn into the parking lot of Eddie and Sammy’s Pizzeria, one of the few places in town where you can get real New York style pizza.
“You ever been here before?” you ask as you expertly back into a parking spot.
“Can’t say I have,” she says, staring out the window at the comically huge mascot in their logo. “Think I’ve heard of it before though.”
“Pizza here is going to blow your mind then,” you say, shutting off the car. “Guarantee you’ll never want to touch chain pizza garbage ever again.”
“For someone who works out so much, you sure have strong opinions on pizza,” she says, undoing her seatbelt.
“Might be hard to believe, but I wasn’t always the Adonis I am now,” you smirk, glancing over at her to see her reaction.
She reaches over slightly and pokes at your midsection. “Alright, don’t get carried away now, tubby.”
“Am not,” you say, mock pouting. “I’m allowed a cheat day every now and then.”
“Whatever you say,” she says, opening the passenger side door.
The two of you step out of your car and make your way towards the front door, eager to get out of the bitter cold and into the nice, toasty store. While it’s far from the most modern looking place, there’s a certain charm to it, having retained its original upholstery and decoration from when it opened twenty years ago. You’d been coming here since you were a kid, and you certainly didn’t plan to stop because of a little wear and tear on the seats. The restaurant isn’t very packed, and Ruby follows you to a corner booth. The two of you sit down across from each other and before you know it, there’s a waitress standing before you, whipping out a pad to jot down what you want to drink. You give her your drink orders and she retreats into the back, giving you time to try and figure out the girl in front of you. You have to stifle your laughter when you get a good look at her, only barely being able to see her head from where you’re sitting due to the low to the ground seats.
“So, no bullshit, I want you to be straight and honest,” you say, putting your elbows up on the table. “Why are you so pissed off at me?”
Ruby doesn’t say anything for a while, and she looks to be trying hard to avoid your gaze, her brow furrowing as she stares down at the table.
You decide to expand on your question. “I’ve got an idea as to why, but I want to hear it straight from you.”
Her expression flipflops between irritation and nervousness so quickly you can’t quite get a tell on what she’s thinking, biting down on her lower lip as she tilts her head a bit.
“I’ll be real with you mate,” she finally sighs in frustration. “I didn’t take what you said at the gym last night too kindly. Hate it when people think it’s funny to point out I’m short, absolutely hate it.”
“And what, you think I was calling you short?” you laugh out of relief. “You couldn’t be further from the truth.”
“How else am I supposed to take someone telling me I need to do calf raises and stretches out of nowhere besides someone wanting to be a snarky cunt about my height?” she asks, speaking in a hurried tone.
“It was honest advice!” you exclaim, raising your tone for a moment in protest. “You were the one complaining about not being limber enough in the first place.”
You can see her start to respond, but she holds her tongue when the waitress returns with your sodas. She sets a menu down in front of each of you, though you notice there’s something different about the one she put in front of Ruby. It’s small, colorful and… your stomach sinks when you realize it’s a kids menu.
You can see a scowl forming on her face as she realizes herself, Ruby looking like she’s about to let loose on the waitress as she stares daggers into her. Before anything happens and for fear of being banned from your favorite pizzeria, you decide to intervene.
You frown, doing your best to seem displeased. “Excuse me miss, can I get a regular menu for my date? She’s not a kid, you know.”
Both the waitress and Ruby blush crimson red at your words, the waitress tripping over her every word.
“God, I’m so sorry sir, let me uh- get that fixed up for you right away, sorry,” she says, averting her gaze as she leaves to get another menu.
Ruby looks to be burning up almost as badly, suddenly staring at the ground as if it’s the most interesting thing in the world, and her erratically twitching ear catches your eye.
“You didn’t have to do that, you know…” she mutters under her breath. “I could’ve handled it myself.”
“Don’t worry about it, just seeing the look on her face was worth it,” you chuckle, waving a hand dismissively. “Besides, it looked like you were about to pounce the poor girl.”
“Serves her right for thinking I’m a kid,” she grumbles before taking a sip of her drink. “I mean seriously, what kind of kid dresses like this?”
You can’t exactly get a good look at her outfit again due to the table but from what you can recall, she has a point. You don’t exactly see a lot of kids wearing workout hoodies with spats and runner’s compression socks.
“I guess you have a point,” you admit. “Still don’t think she meant to do it.”
“They all say that when you confront them,” she mutters, flicking at her straw. “And fair warning, if you call me your date again I’m going to deck you right in the flute. Still though… thanks.”
“You’re welcome,” you say, wincing internally a bit at the thought of getting punched in the dick. “And… understood.”
The waitress comes back with a proper menu and after a minute of looking them over, the two of you opt to order an extra large with pepperoni, peppers and onion to share. She hurriedly scurries off to put in your order, seemingly still embarrassed by the minor confrontation.
“Do you really get it that often?” you ask.
“What, getting confused for a kid or having people point out I’m short?”
“Either really,” you say. “Guess I never really thought about it happening to someone that much.”
She sighs deeply, finally meeting your gaze again with a half-smile on her face. “Well, when you’re as tall as a pine tree I imagine you don’t get it often. I dunno, I’m just so used to everyone making it a point to tell me how short I am, like I’m not already aware of it or something.”
“I’m sorry,” you say, flashing what you hope comes across as a sympathetic smile.
“Eh, it’s not your fault,” she says, shrugging her shoulders. ”You wouldn’t believe how often dicks like to point out how much shorter I am than a ‘normal’ kangaroo. It’s like the bastards have never heard of a hybrid in their lives.”
You consider asking her what exactly she’s a hybrid of, but you don’t think fueling her rant is a good idea.
“Look, I promise I was just trying to give you some good advice at the gym yesterday,” you say, rubbing at the back of your neck. “You mentioned wanting to be more limber and that was the first thing that came to mind. Didn’t mean anything bad by it, I swear.”
“I believe you, mate,” she says, that half smile slowly becoming a full one. “Mostly my fault for reading too much into things. Blew that way out of proportion.”
“Look, don’t take this the wrong way or anything, but I think your height is perfectly fine,” you say, your mouth fumbling the delivery of what was meant to be reassuring words. “Kind of endearing, really.”
“Don’t push it, cunt,” she says in a serious tone, only to be betrayed by her smile. “It wouldn’t bother me so much if it didn’t mean people don’t take me seriously sometimes. Really am sorry for trying to hit you though, feel like a total arsehole for that one.”
“Almost got me with that first attempt,” you laugh, extending a hand across the table. “But I accept your apology. Friends?”
She looks down at your hand hesitantly, but she seems to make up her mind as she shifts in her seat.
“Friends,” she says, accepting your firm handshake. “By the way, I feel like a fuckwit for asking, but I don’t think I caught your name.”
“Michael,” you say, leaning back into your booth after letting go of her hand. “But you can just call me Mike if you’d prefer. Easier that way, I think.”
“Cool.”
The waitress arrives again, setting down the delicious dish of greasy gold on the table before turning tail towards the kitchen again. The two of you eagerly dig in and make quick work of the massive pie in no time, leaving nothing but crumbs by the time the two of you have had your fill.
“So, best pizza you’ve ever had, or what?” you ask, a satisfied grin on your face.
“No contest,” she says, her head now resting against the booth.
Your grin continues to tug at the corners of your mouth. “That’s what I like to hear.”
As promised, you pay for the meal in its entirety and leave a small tip, a gesture not lost on Ruby. The two of you leave the restaurant in relative silence and she follows you back to your car.
“Want me to take you home?” you ask out of politeness, fully aware that the question is practically rhetorical.
“I’d like that,” she says, and you open the passenger side door for her. “Thanks.”
You hop into the driver’s seat and look at her as she throws her seatbelt on.
“I gotta say, you really know how to treat a girl,” she chuckles. “Well, for a human, anyway.”
“Just how I was raised,” you say with pride. “Mom used to get upset with me if I didn’t do that for her or my sisters. Where do you want me to drop you off, anyways?”
“Hand me your phone and I’ll plug it in for you,” she says.
You unlock your phone and open the map app before tossing it to her, praying to god she wouldn’t somehow end up taking a peek in your gallery. You notice it’s taking her a while to actually do so, and you reach out to take hold of your phone again.
“Here, let me do it,” you say.
She swats your hand away. “Nah fuck off, I’ve got it. Just… give me a second.”
Against your better judgement you decide to listen and after a few moments, she tosses your phone back into your lap. Soon enough you find yourself on the way to her home. For a while the two of you ride in silence, the small kangaroo being the first to finally break it.
“So… say I do actually take your stretching advice,” she mutters almost under her breath. “Does that mean you’re going to take mine?”
“Remind me what your advice was again?” you ask, genuinely not being able to recall it.
“I told you that you need some more cardio in your routine so you don’t end up a fucked cunt every workout, mate.”
“But I already do cardio most days.”
“Not enough, apparently,” she scoffs, an air of smugness in her voice. “How about this, you come on my morning jogs a few times and we’ll see if I can’t whip you into better shape. Deal?”
“What’s the catch?” you ask, chuckling at her proposal. “Besides, I’ve got my shitty job to deal with, remember?”
“No catch,” she says, and you can see one of her ears twitch again out of the corner of your eye. “Just… consider it thanks for the food and talking some sense into me. What time do you usually get in?”
“Eight or nine in the morning, though it shifts around sometimes,” you say, glancing over to your side as you come to stop at a traffic light. “Really depends on the week.”
“You’ll be fine then,” she says. “I’m usually out of the house by five so I can get a quick jog in before work.”
You can’t even imagine getting up at six in the morning most days, much less being out of the house an hour before that. As much as you appreciate her offer, it’s definitely something you need to think over. As you get closer to the address she plugged into your phone, you notice your surroundings are getting a bit more suburban. After a few more minutes, you find yourself pulling into an extremely upscale neighborhood, your phone telling you when to come to a stop.
“So, think you can handle a little morning jog, or is it too much for you, mate?” she smirks. “Tell you what, if you’re up for it just give me a call tomorrow.”
“If I’m not feeling like death in the morning, I’ll ring you up,” you say, unsure as to what's compelling you to commit yourself like this.
She starts to get out of your car, making sure she has all her belongings. “Sounds like a plan then.”
As she walks away towards what you can only assume is her apartment you realize there’s something wrong.
“Wait, I don’t have your phone number!” you shout, hoping you can grab her attention.
“Check your phone, dickhead!” she shouts back, blowing what looks like a raspberry at you as she saunters away.
You help yourself to another long, guilty look at her toned ass until she’s finally out of sight. If she doesn’t do squats regularly, you’d consider it God’s gift to mankind. You quickly unlock your phone to double check, noticing she’d left her number in your contacts list.
“This fucking girl…” you say, shaking your head as you begin driving home.
After the kind of day you’d had, you arrive exhausted, rushing to get out of your clothes as fast as possible before diving straight into your warm, cozy bed. As you settle in, you think back to the strange encounters and day you'd spent with Ruby. As much as you hate to admit it, it's still probably the best quality time you'd shared with anyone in a while, something you’re not sure how to feel about. Her sailor’s mouth is kind of endearing, though that’s not to say it didn’t take some time to get used to the things that come out of it. You think over her proposition again as you toss and turn. Sure, you’d have to wake up a whole two hours earlier than you’re normally used to, but you’d get to spend some time with someone outside your frankly small group of friends. The fact that you’d likely get to see her considerable assets during your jog certainly helps push your sleep deprived self to make a decision. Plus, you’d be getting so much needed exercise early in the morning, hard to say no to that.
How bad could it be, anyway?
That’s your final thought before your tired, aching body finally gives in to the overwhelming warmth under your sheets.






      

  












      Chapter 3
  








  As you jog through the park, you wonder what possessed you to take Ruby up on her offer. Well intentioned as it might’ve been, jogging at some ungodly hour of the morning was definitely not how you’d planned to spend part of your weekday, especially considering you have to be at work in two hours. The fact that you know the trail you’re running like the back of your hand makes you feel a bit better about things, and you reminisce back on all the times you sped through it on your bike as a kid. You can’t deny it’s a beautiful morning for a jog despite the early hour, the faint sounds of leaves rustling in the wind barely audible over the sound of your labored breathing. The cool breeze tickling at your sweat soaked skin is the icing on the cake, just about the only thing keeping you from overheating. And despite that, you doubt there’s a breeze cold enough to keep your brain from screaming out for rest, your legs threatening to buckle under the intense strain.
Ruby looks back at you as she runs, her expression unreadable with how far ahead she is. “Come on, Mike, only a few miles left to go!”
“A few miles?!” you shout, the disbelief clear in your tone.
There’s no way in hell you can go another mile, you already feel like you’re dying from the first three. A familiar chill runs down your spine, yet another sign that you’re approaching your limits, only emphasizing the lightheadedness you feel. Your vision grows blurrier by the second, and you have more and more trouble making out the things in front of you by the second. Despite all the warning signs and red flags your body is throwing at you, you make an effort to press on, eager to make a good first impression. You search all around you for a source of inspiration to keep you moving forward, your eyes scouring everything in your surroundings for something, anything to keep you going. As your gaze drifts to all the beauty around you, you realize said motivation was dangling in front of you this whole time. An ass so perfectly taut you’d swear it was chiseled from a block of marble, while still managing to look plump. The slight bounce to it as she runs entrances you, her backside threatening to spill out of her tiny bike shorts with each hop, her thick tail bouncing along with it. It certainly helps get the blood flowing to more places than one, and you speed up purely to keep it in your vision. It takes some time, but you slowly see yourself starting to gain on her, no small effort considering how quick she is, a combination of her extensive experience and technique.
The way she runs is unlike anything else you’ve ever seen before, and you stare in awe as you watch her repeatedly lift both legs off the ground before leaping forward. Her experience continues to shine through as she takes the sharp bends in the path at full speed like it’s nothing, something even you find trouble doing when you know the trail inside out. In fairness to yourself, you’re considerably larger and thus, way less elegant when running at full speed. Your entire body is slick with sweat and you’re sure you look like you just got out of a swimming pool with the way it’s likely bleeding through your t-shirt. Every breath you take in makes you feel a burning in your lungs, your body pushing to its absolute limits in a display of what could only be called pure, undistilled idiocy on your part. Once you finally catch up with her, you decide to gloat a bit, feeling proud about matching someone with so much experience under their belt.
“What… hah- was that… about needing… more cardio?” you pant between words, looking down at her as the two of you jog side by side.
She meets your gaze, shaking her head in what you can only read as disappointment despite the small smile on her face. “It’s not a race, Mike.”
Your breathing grows more and more labored with each passing second. “At the pace you’re going… it… might as well be.”
“Mate… if you think this is fast… get ready to get your arse into gear for this last mile,” she says, her smug expression overtaking her features. “Or can Mr. Gym Rat not handle it?”
“Believe me…” you grunt, your tongue practically out as you continue to pant heavily. “I can… handle it.”
You can’t possibly back down after pushing yourself this far, and you try to pace yourself by bringing your erratic breathing under control to help conserve your energy for the final stretch. You continue matching her pace as the two of you barrel down the trail, your breathing technique doing wonders for you. For a brief second, you start to believe that you’ll actually make it to the end without stopping.
“See, piece of ca-” 
Unfortunately, your mouth was trying to write a check your body couldn’t cash, and you’re sent flying into the grass around the path as one of your legs locks up beneath you. Your hands shoot out in reflex, doing their best to absorb the impact of the tumble and earning you some scraped up hands for your troubles. As you roll over onto your side and lay face up on the grass, you feel grateful you hadn’t broken or pulled anything with your fall, though you don’t feel in any kind of state to get up. You’re left reduced to a panting, sweating and now covered in dirt and grass mess that only somewhat resembles a human.
What you can see despite your blurred vision is Ruby quickly making her way over to you.
“Mike! You alright?” she asks, kneeling down to get a better look at you.
You groan, wiping away the leaves stuck to your face while giving a weak chuckle of embarrassment. “I’m fine, but I’ve felt better.”
“You sure?” she asks, helping you wipe away some of the crud. “Let me take a look at you.”
She helps you sit upright, moving you over to a nearby tree to support your heavy body. You scoot over a bit to give her some room to sit next to you.
You can’t help but flinch a bit from some of the nastier scrapes as she starts to gently run her furred fingers over your hands and arms, only stopping whenever she finds a new cut. There’s a texture you can’t quite place there besides the tickle of her fur on your exposed skin, but between your lack of breath and growing embarrassment, there’s not much room to think about anything else.
“Nothing hurts too bad, yeah?” she asks, her roving hands slowly making their way up to your shoulder. 
“Just my ego,” you laugh, hoping to disguise the embarrassment you feel about hurting yourself on your first run together. “But I suppose there’s nothing you can do to fix that, yeah?”
She bursts into a tiny fit of laughter, the panicked expression you’d seen on her face moments ago vanishing to reveal a smile underneath. “That was fucking ace though, you should’ve seen your face when ya’ went flying.”
You cross your arms, pouting in mock offense. “Can’t have been that funny.”
“It’s a lot funnier when a cocky cunt gets what’s coming to him,” she says, giving you a playful elbow jab to the side.
“Cocky?” you laugh. “Face it, you’re just surprised I actually caught up to you.”
She puffs out her small chest before flexing her arms. “I can handle it.”
You can’t help but scoff at her impression of you, even if it makes your smile widen. “Oh come on, I do not sound like that.”
She only grins at your words. “And who said I was talking about you?”
“Alright,” you say, resting your head against the tree. “You got me there.”
You wouldn’t be caught dead admitting it, but her impression was pretty funny. The two of you sit there for a few minutes as you both try to catch your breath and regain your bearings before setting out again. She gets back on her feet first, stretching while you continue to rest. Her almost alien looking legs catch your attention above all else, and her resting stance makes her look like she’s wearing a pair of heels.
“You about ready to go, Mike? Or am I going to have to drag your arse all the way to the finish line?”
“Thought you said this wasn’t a race?” you chuckle.
“Did I say that?” she asks, a smirk forming on her features.
“Either way…” you pant. “If you don’t give me a bit I’m probably going to pass out.”
“Fine ya gutless cunt,” she says, taking a seat next to you again. “You’ve got five minutes or I’m taking off, even if I have to drag you.”
“How kind of you,” you laugh, shaking your head. “Make sure to not rough up the face though, it’s my best feature.”
“What was that about not being cocky?” she asks, scooting in close as she takes in the entirety of your spent form. “Christ, you look like you just came out of a bloody sauna.”
“Yeah, well, it’s been a while,” you say, rubbing at the back of your sweaty neck. “Honestly can’t even remember the last time I went on a real jog. Would you believe me if I told you my dad used to take me jogging on this trail all the time when I was a kid?”
“Mate, I wouldn’t even believe you’ve jogged before, period,” she laughs as she leans back against the tree trunk. “We only went for three miles and if you’re already this much of a fucked cunt, there’s not much hope for you.”
“Just because I don’t have your kangaroo stamina doesn’t mean I’m out of shape,” you say. “Give me another month of this and I’ll be running circles around you.”
“By the looks of things, I’m not sure you’ll even make it to the end of the month,” she says, smiling before playfully nudging your side again. “But you’re welcome to try and prove me wrong.”
“Almost makes me wish I never stopped jogging in the first place,” you say, staring into the woods covering both sides of the trail. “Kind of miss the days when I used to jog with my dad. Took some getting used to at first, but I’d be in much better shape if I’d kept it up.”
She glances up at you, an inquisitive look on her face. “So why’d you stop?”
“A lot of reasons honestly, hard to point at a single one,” you shrug. “Not enough time to keep doing it between work and college was a big one though.”
“All I’m hearing is excuses,” she says. “Your dad sounds like a good guy though, wish mine had done the same.”
“Best father a guy could ask for honestly,” you sigh. “Sometimes I wonder if I’ve been ungrateful.”
“What do you mean?” she asks, cocking her head.
“Hard to really explain it all, but he’s done a lot for me and I feel like I’ve never really paid back the favors,” you say, and you can feel nervousness welling up within you as you continue. “He always made sure I was staying out of trouble, kept an eye on my studies and pretty much single handedly put me through college.”
The look of confusion on her face is even more pronounced now. “No offense mate, but you don’t seem like the type to get into much trouble. Not that it’s a bad thing or anything.”
You wave your hand dismissively at her words. “None taken. It’s kind of a complicated situation, probably for the best I don’t really get into it, take my word for it.
She leans into you, nudging you with her entire body. “Come on, you can’t just say something like that and leave a girl wondering.”
You can’t help but smile at her gesture, though the closeness has a knot forming in your throat. “If I tell you, will you stop trying to push me over?”
She taps a finger against her chin as she pretends to think things over. “Maybe… only if you want to though.”
“Tell you what,” you chuckle. “I’ll spill the beans, but only on one condition.”
“Name it,” she says.
“If I put you to sleep with my lame story, I’m not carrying you the rest of the way,” you chuckle. “Deal?”
She tilts her head upwards to look at you, her deep-set amber eyes meeting yours. “Deal, but only if you stop being such a drama queen and spit it out already. Better out than in, isn’t that how the saying goes?”
“Somehow... “ you chuckle, shaking your head. “I don’t think they were talking about stories when they came up with that one.
Her inquisitive stare slowly turns to a glare as her eyes narrow. “Either way, talk or we’re doing an extra mile today.”
“Alright, alright, anything but that,” you say, throwing up your hands in mock surrender. “You sure you want to hear this? I’ll give you one last chance to change your mind.”
“I’m all ears,” she says, pointing a finger at her furred ears as she smiles. “No promises I won’t doze off on ya though.”
“Well, I’ll try to spare you the unimportant details then,”  you say, settling back against the uncomfortable surface. “Otherwise we’re going to be here all morning.
You start to have second thoughts about talking about this kind of thing with someone you barely know, but your less logical side makes you press on anyway.
“God, where to even start,” you say, rubbing at the back of your neck. “Even when I was a kid my dad was always on top of things. Cousins spent a lot of time at our house, and I didn’t think much of it. We always had a good time roughhousing in the backyard together.”
She doesn’t say anything, but she nods as if to let you know she’s listening to what you have to say.
“Never had any sorta problems with each other even as we grew up,” you continue. “Grew apart a little once we all started high school though. That’s when I turned into a band dork and they started hanging out with a different circle than me.”
She rolls her eyes at your statement. “You, a dork? Hard to imagine…”
“Alright, that was just uncalled for,” you laugh. “Anyway… they ended up getting mixed up with a pretty bad crowd. Got caught up in a lot of messed up stuff over the years.”
“Like what?” she asks, cocking her head slightly. 
“Started off relatively innocently, mostly shoplifting and stuff like that,” you continue, wiping some of the sweat off your brow. “They had a few close calls with loss prevention at a few stores, but nothing serious ever came from it. Wasn’t until I started hearing rumors of them getting close with gang-involved people that I really started to worry.”
“So what’d you do about it?” she asks.
“Still don’t know why I did it, but I got the bright idea to go to my dad,” you say, wincing internally as the memories of those days are still fresh in your mind. “He flipped his shit when I told him, and got into a shouting match with my mom when he told her he didn’t want them around the house anymore.”
You close your eyes as you draw a deep breath, the embarrassment and shame hitting you all at once like a goddamn freight train as if you were reliving that day. The fresh, cool air and the smell of the dewy grass around you brings some much needed relief to your still burning lungs, and you can feel your breathing slowly going back to normal. You hope she doesn’t think anything of your impromptu meditation as you try and shake the unpleasant memories from your thoughts. 
“Sorry to hear,” she says, and when you open your eyes again, you can see a reassuring, sympathetic half smile dominating her features. “Sounds rough for a kid to go through.”
“Thanks. Could’ve been worse all things considered,” you smile, relieved that she’s not judging you. “They came up with a compromise after a while but it didn’t work out so well.”
“Why do you say that?” she says, scooting in closer to make the most of the limited space to lean against.
“She refused to outright ban them from the house since my cousins are from her side of the family, but she promised to keep a close eye on them when they were over,” you say, visually grimacing when you think back to some of the fights they had over that. “Obviously my dad wasn’t too happy with that, but he knew arguing wasn’t going to help.”
“I assume it didn’t exactly stop there?” she asks, and a part of you is relieved she actually gives a damn about your rambling.
“Parents stopped arguing about it after a while, I’m the one who fucked up eventually,” you sigh. “My cousins would always invite me to come and hang out with them. Usually turned them down because I didn’t want to piss my dad off, but one time I was so bored out of my mind that I just decided to go.”
You look down towards your shoes before continuing, the sun deciding to shine almost directly into your eyes.
“We went down to the mall, which was a terrible idea in hindsight,” you say. “Not sure what got into me that night, but I definitely wasn’t thinking straight. Turns out they had the bright idea to steal shit and use me as their fall guy. Spent that whole afternoon with a security guard at the mall until my dad came and got me.”
“Buncha good for nothing cunts those cousins of yours are,” she grumbles just barely loud enough for you to hear. “No offense, but what kind of person does that to family?”
“None taken,” you say, chuckling at her brutally honest words. “He ended up paying for everything so I wouldn’t end up with a misdemeanor, but he was absolutely fucking livid that day. I’ve never seen him lose his temper that hard before. Scared the absolute living shit out of me to see him like that.”
“Can’t say I’d blame him if I was in his shoes,” she says, shaking her head. “”Would’ve marched straight to their house and yelled some sense into them.”
“Probably would’ve caused more problems than it would’ve solved,” you say. “What really was the final nail in the coffin is that my mom still wouldn’t budge on banning them from the house even after that, since she didn’t want to be on bad terms with her side of the family.”
“Your mum really put your scummy cousins over her own kid?” she asks in disbelief. “No disrespect to her but that sounds completely ass backwards.”
“I dunno, I guess she had her reasons,” you shrug. “My dad came up with a workaround though. Started taking me on jogs whenever my cousins came over so I’d stay out of trouble. Can’t say it was a bad thing either, think that’s the whole reason I got so into fitness in the first place.”
“So what happened with your cousins then?”
“Stopped coming around the house eventually,” you say, your breathing still a bit heavy from the exertion. “Not sure what they got up to after that, our ‘friendship’ kind of fell apart after the whole mall incident. All I know is that one of them ended up doing some time for burglary a few years later.”
You massage at your still cramping legs, a small grunt escaping your lips as you power through the discomfort. It barely even holds a candle to the way your chest feels right now, fresh pangs of guilt hitting you all at once as you think back to your teen years. Even now, you feel responsible for all the arguments and shouting matches between your parents you’d witnessed growing up. You consider changing the subject but you’ve already said too much to stop and as much as you hate to admit it, getting this stuff off your chest is strangely cathartic, even if she is practically a stranger. You just hope she doesn’t mind that you’re venting, even if she is the one who asked to hear about it in the first place. She’s strangely easy to talk to, and the first person you’d brought up any of this serious stuff with.
“It probably sounds stupid but…” you sigh deeply, finding it hard to meet her gaze. “I always think about what would’ve been different if I’d just… sucked it up and never said anything to my dad.”
“Hey…” she says, and you instinctively flinch when you feel her hand on your shoulder. “Don’t think like that, Mike. Shit happens sometimes whether we want it to or not.”
You can feel your cheeks start to burn at her gesture and words, and you freeze up trying to come up with a response. The sympathetic smile on her face helps ground you again, and you do your best to smile back as you meet her gaze again.
“Sorry for uh… dumping all this stuff on you, I know I probably went a bit overboard,” you nervously chuckle, confident she can see the embarrassment on your face. “I know you’re right but… I can’t shake the feeling that I kicked off all that shit, that it was my fault somehow.”
“What was your fault?” she asks, cocking her head a bit as she scoots in closer.
“Everything. All the arguments between my parents, the problems with my cousins that almost got me a juvie record,” you say, the words coming out rapid fire and you stare down at the ground as you sheepishly rub at the back of your neck. “Sorry, I must sound like a crazy person ranting like this.”
“You’re not…” she says before cutting herself off, a look of concern in her eyes.
You decide to nip this whole thing in the bud before you push her away even more than you likely already have.
“Look, just forget I even said anything, alright?” you practically mutter. “Sorry for making you listen to all that crap.”
Before you even have a chance to blink, two furry arms suddenly wrap themselves around your midsection. “It’s not your fault, Mike.”
You’re so taken aback by the tight hug and her words that it feels like someone knocked the wind out of you. It’s something you haven’t felt in a long time, and you can’t even find the right words to say. You do what feels instinctual, and you return the hug tightly. The sensation of her fur tickling at your exposed skin combined with the warmth coming off her body is enough to make a shiver run down your spine. You can’t remember the last time you felt this at ease, every breath you draw melting away the stress and soreness from the exertion like some kind of magic spell. There's a faint but pleasant scent of cherry blossoms wafting into your nose, likely coming from her fur, and the few worries you'd been harboring melt away as she continues to hold you tight to her. You don’t want it to end, making it all the more difficult when she finally breaks away from you.
She grabs you by the shoulder, her free hand lifting your chin to meet her determined gaze. “Look mate, you can’t let shit like that chip away at you. If you ever need someone to give an earbashing to, I’m here, alright? I’ve been in your shoes before and… bottling stuff up like that isn’t good for you.”
It feels like a massive weight has been lifted off your shoulders. Her kind words and even kinder offer warm your heart, and you can feel it beating not from exertion, but from the hint of nervousness welling up inside of you. 
You nod and flash her a warm smile. “Thanks, Ruby.”
“Anytime,” she says, moving to stand back up again, wiping some grass off her spats. “You ready to get going again?”
You take hold of her outstretched hand and get back on your feet before also dusting yourself off. “Ready as I’ll ever be.”
“Don’t think I’m going to go easy on you now just because of that, cunt,” she smiles, before breaking into a light jog. “You’ll still have to work hard to beat me.”
“Wouldn’t have it any other way,” you say with a smile, following close behind as she speeds off towards the end of the trail.
Worries lifted off your shoulders, you finish jogging the last two miles with a borderline explosive level of energy. You do your best to match her quick pace all the way to the end, the short rest you’d taken doing wonders for your aching body. Eventually, the two of you reach the end of the trail and your hands shoot down to your knees for support as you gasp for breath again.
“Not bad for a first timer,” she chuckles as you stare down at your sneakers.
“I can’t… tell…” you say, panting between words. “...if that’s sarcasm or not… but thanks.”
“I’m not fucking around mate, takes some serious stamina to make it through all that when you’re rusty,” she says, and you can hear her panting as she attempts to catch her own breath. “You better not quit on me though, or I’m going to come looking for you after your shift again.”
“Is that right?” you laugh as you get back on your feet. “I’d like to see you try.”
“Don’t tempt me,” she says as she does some stretches.”
You check your watch, a bit of panic setting in when you realize it’s going to be a close call. “You need a ride? I’ve gotta get going or I’m going to be late for work.”
She pulls her phone out and glances down at it. “Shit, I’m gonna be fucking late too. I’d love a ride, mate.”
You can’t help but crack a joke at her choice of phrasing. 
“At least take me out to dinner first, eh?” you laugh, proud of your shitty sense of humor.
“Oh fuck you,” she says, giving you a deserved, yet playful punch to the bicep. “You know what I meant, cunt.”
“Okay, ow,” you say, flinching slightly. “I was just messing around. Let’s get going though, or my boss is going to crucify me.”
“Sounds like a real charmer,” she says, following you close as the two of you make your way back to your car.
“You don’t know the half of it,” you say, picking up the pace for fear of being late.
It doesn’t take long for the two of you to get back to the parking spot, and the two of you quickly hop into your ride before driving off. It dawns on you that you have no idea where you need to drop her off.
“So, where to?” you say, fishing out your phone and tossing it into your lap.
“Just drop me off where you work, I’ll walk the rest of the way,” she says, reaching over to turn up the heating.
“Oh come on, you’re really going to walk in this cold?” you say, shaking your head as you keep your eyes on the road. “What, you work for the FBI or something?”
“It’s a secret,” she says as you come to a stop at a traffic light. “Besides, I’ve only known you for what, like three days now?”
“Ah, so you’ll go on a date with me but knowing where you work is off limits?” you tease, a grin forming on your face as you think back to what happened at the restaurant. “I see how it is...”
No sooner than the words leave your mouth, you feel a jab connect with your shoulder. You glance to your side only to find her looking out the passenger window, one of her large, furred ears twitching erratically.
“Wasn’t a date, you wanker…” she mutters, and your grin only widens when you realize your teasing had the intended effect.
“I dunno, that waitress sure seemed to think so,” you chuckle.
“Keep babbling on like a smart cunt and see where that gets you, mate,” she says, her tone noticeably louder now than it was a moment ago.
“Lighten up, I’m just messing around,” you say, glancing at the traffic light every so often. “For someone who dishes it out so much, you sure can’t take it back, can you?”
She doesn’t reply, instead choosing to continue staring out of the window in silence. You realize you probably went a bit too far with your teasing, your fat mouth landing you in hot water like usual. Better to nip this in the bud now rather than let it fester like last time.
“Sorry if I said something I shouldn’t have,” you say, putting your attention back on the road as the light turns green. “Got so carried away I forgot I barely know you.”
“I’m not… mad at you mate,” you hear her mutter before a sigh leaves her lips. “Just... need a second to think about some stuff is all.”
You think back to the advice she gave you at the park. “Good. I’m not going to bug you about it, but if you need someone to talk to, I’m here for you too.”
“Thanks, Mike,” she says, and you can hear her quietly chuckle. “Sorry for being such a downer.”
“Happens to the best of us,” you laugh out of relief. “Don’t sweat it.”
Neither of you say much for the remainder of the short trip, and you pull into your job’s parking lot after a short while.
“So, see you at the gym later?” you ask as you pull into your spot.
“Of course mate,” she says, and you can see she’s in a much better mood than she was just moments ago. “Wouldn’t miss another opportunity to run you into the ground for the world.”
“Oh yeah? We’ll see who runs who into the ground,” you say, reaching into the backseat to grab your bag. “Might not have the stamina like you do, but I make up for it in other places.”
“If you say so,” she says, pushing the car door open. “I’ll see you later then, dickhead.”
She runs off to god knows where before you can get another word in and you lock your car before rushing inside, a glance at your watch lighting a fire under your ass. You clock in with minutes to spare, heading straight to the bathroom afterwards to quickly get changed to avoid another talking to from Kelly for showing up out of dress code. You manage to get changed in record time, finishing adjusting your hair net right as you step out of the bathroom. As usual, there’s not much activity in the store this early in the morning and you head into the back to stash your bag somewhere out of Kelly’s prying eyes.
As you approach the freezer, you’re practically ambushed by Kevin and there’s a mix of relief and anger apparent on his features. 
“What the fuck, man?” he says, shaking you with the hand suddenly on your shoulder.
“What?” you ask, completely taken by surprise.
“Don’t you ‘what’ me dude, what the fuck happened to you yesterday?!” he nearly shouts as he shakes you again. “I’ve been texting and calling you since you got off work yesterday, you had me thinking something happened to you.”
You look at him like he’s lost his mind. “I’m fine dude, what the fuck are you talking about?”
“I’m talking about whatever happened with you and that kangaroo chick in the parking lot yesterday, or did you forget already?” he asks, the concern in his voice palpable. “Unless holding chicks by the wrists is just a normal afternoon activity for you. If it’s some kind of fetish thing you can just say so and we can drop it right now.”
You shake your head fervently as you struggle to find the words to respond to him and his outlandish claim.
“Jesus Christ man, do you even hear yourself right now?” you ask, almost offended at the question. “It’s not like that, not even remotely.”
“I dunno, you seemed awfully happy for someone who looked like he had an ass kicking coming his way,” he laughs, taking his hand off you. “Hell, if you’re into that kind of thing, you can be honest with me Mike, way easier to explain that way.”
“Very fuckin’ funny, asshole,” you chuckle, letting out a relieved sigh when you realize he’s just fucking with you. “And here I thought you were being serious about blowing up my phone for a second.”
“I mean… I did send you a couple texts,” he says, leaning down to rest his elbows against the counter. “You know, just in case you actually did get kidnapped by a girl half your size.”
“Guess I must’ve missed it,” you say, sheepishly rubbing at the back of your neck with a half smile. “God, please don’t tell me Kelly saw that go down. I’m never living any of that down if she did.”
“Don’t worry, I sure as hell didn’t say anything and she was in her office when it happened,” he says, patting you on the back. “Seriously though, what’s going on between you and the Aussie asspain? I’m not going to find out my boy owns a gimp suit and collar, am I?” 
“Sorry to disappoint, but I don’t own anything nearly that embarrassing,” you laugh, a goofy grin tugging at the corners of your mouth at his description of her. “You remember what I told you yesterday about running into her at the gym.”
“Kinda, yeah.”
You glance behind you and to the sides just to make absolutely sure Kelly isn’t listening in on your conversation.
“Well… she kinda confronted me about the whole thing in the parking lot, and pretty much charged me like a bull,” you say, still not sure how to feel about what happened. 
“Guess that kind of explains why you were holding her by the wrists,” he chuckles, rubbing sleep out of his eyes. “What the hell happened that the two of you ended up heading off together?”
“Shit, even I barely know,” you mutter almost under your breath. “Went down to Eddie’s together after she calmed down and talked things out over some pizza, then I ended up dropping her off at her house.”
“Only you would invite a girl out to dinner after nearly getting your ass kicked by them,” he says, bursting into laughter.
“It was not an ass kicking, come on,” you laugh, playfully jabbing him in the side with an elbow. “Merely an attempted one.”
“Have I ever told you you’re crazier than I am?” he asks, chuckling and shaking his head as he dodges your second jab. “Can’t say I’ve ever wanted to buy dinner for someone who wanted to uppercut me.”
“Eh, I doubt it’s like that,” you say, dismissively waving a hand. “I know the type and it’s all just posturing. Thankfully it was just a misunderstanding and it’s all cleared up now.”
“I’m just busting your balls man, I’m really glad you’re alright,” he says, nudging you back. “I’d appreciate it if you checked your phone next time you vanish like that, had me worried sick.”
“Sorry man,” you say, your friend’s genuine concern bringing a smile to your face. “Though I am wondering why you didn’t come help me if you thought I was going to get my ass kicked.”
“Hey, I was going to at first,” he shrugs. “But it looked like you had things under control. What’d the two of you end up talking about anyways, I’m curious.”
“Just told her the truth,” you shrug in response. “That I didn’t mean to offend her with what I said.”
“And she just… accepted that?” you ask, raising an eyebrow. “Dunno, I find it hard to believe she just believed you that easily when she looked that pissed off.”
“Well, it happened,” you say, not sure how else to put it. “Ruby doesn’t seem that unreasonable, just… a little misunderstood.”
He turns to you and flashes a knowing smirk at the mention of her name, giving you a light punch to the shoulder. “So even after almost getting beat up you manage to put on the charm and still end up on a first name basis, eh? Gotta give you credit where it’s due Mike, you’re good at playing the game.”
“We’re just… friends, somehow,” you say, barely believing the words coming out of your mouth.
“For now, maybe,” he teases with a shit-eating grin on his face. “Also, have you heard of this great new thing called deodorant? I’ve got some spray in my bag if you want to try it.”
“Sorry man,” you say, embarrassment washing over you when you realize you’d forgotten to throw some more on. “Went jogging this morning and didn’t have time to head home for a quick shower.”
“Since when do you jog in the morning? Had you figured for a diehard gym rat.” 
“What, with legs like these?” you ask, looking down and nodding towards your quads. “Funny you should ask though, Ruby is the one who pitched the idea to me. Something about me looking like I could use more cardio in my life.”
The look of disbelief on his face is unlike any other you’ve ever seen before. “So let me get this straight, you went from almost getting beat up, to getting dinner, and then to going on jogs every morning with some girl you barely know?”
“Well when you put it like that…” you say, rubbing at the back of your neck. “...It does sound kind of crazy, but trust me, she's got a good personality.”
“You sure it’s not the two great ‘personalities’ down under that got you into this mess in the first place?” he asks, eyebrow still raised.
She’s undeniably attractive but damn if you’re going to let Kevin hold that over you forever.
“Look, she’s hot, but anthro girls aren’t really my thing,” you say, the words barely managing to convince you, let alone Kevin.
“Yeah, yeah, keep telling yourself that,” he says, giving you another pat on the back. “Wait until it’s actually on the table and then get back to me.”
“Speaking of doing things on tables, how’s your ‘battle’ with that Melanie girl going? You’re looking like less of a zombie than yesterday, that’s for sure.”
“I went for a long drive after I got off work yesterday,” he says, glancing behind him before slumping against the countertop. “I think I came up with a pretty good strategy to survive the month.”
“Is it as good as your last strategy or are we just going up a notch from having your pelvis pulverized?”
“Very funny Mike, I’m going to remember this when you’re dealing with it. I figured out a bunch of her weak points and it’s helping me not get fucked into the ground every day.”
You’re curious as to what he possibly could’ve figured out that you couldn’t from your limited ‘research’.
“So? What is it?” you ask, not wanting to play his guessing game. “Spit it out already.”
“It’s so simple I feel like such a fucking idiot for not having thought of it before,” he says, a big grin turning at the corners of his mouth. “Scratches.”
You can’t help but cock an eyebrow at the word. “Scratches? What, like a massage or something?”
“I’m no expert but I think scratches are closer to kissing than a massage, really,” he says.
“So how’d it work on her?” you ask, your curiosity continuing to get the better of you.
“I just… kind of sit on the couch with her for a long while, scratching every part of her fur I can reach until she can’t take it anymore and jumps my bones,” he says, glancing behind him again. “It’s like winding up a jack in the box, except you get your pelvis bruised instead of jump scared.”
“So how exactly does that help you?” you laugh at his retelling. “Way I see it you’re still going to be in a full body cast by the end of the month. What’s your favorite flower so I know what to bring you to the hospital?”
“Just full of jokes today aren’t you?” he asks. “Might as well quit and become a stand up comedian at this rate.”
“What, and make even less money?” you laugh heartily at your own sense of humor. “Guess the jog earlier put me in a good mood. Plus, I made an ass out of myself earlier so I could use some humor at someone else’s expense.”
“Thought you’d save making an ass out of yourself on your first date with her,” he says. “What happened?”
“Well….” you say, sheepishly grinning when you think back to this morning. “Let’s just say I wasn’t expecting Ruby to be a goddamn marathon runner. Ended up falling headfirst into some bushes trying to keep up with her like a fuckin’ idiot.”
“How one man can be such a klutz and a smooth operator at the same time, I’ll never know,” he says, shaking his head.
“You give me too much credit, I’m terrible with women. It’s all just luck,” you shrug. “Exhibit A to back me up is in this very store with us.”
“Guess you got me there,” he says.
“Speaking of, where’s Kelly?” you ask as you take yet another glance behind you. “She’s usually out here looking for a reason to fuck with me.”
He stops to think for a moment before shooting back a response. “Think corporate is up her ass over some paperwork stuff. She’s been holed up in the back since I got here.”
“You going to be alright up here if I go check on her for a second?” you ask out of courtesy even though you know the answer.
“Sure, go for it,” he shrugs.
“Thanks, man,” you say, patting him on the back before making a beeline for the office.
A glance down at your watch makes you let loose a sigh when you see there’s still a good six hours left on your shift. You feel a sudden pang of guilt for shittalking Kelly in front of Kevin, especially when she’s seemingly mellowed out so much over the last couple of days. Despite your relationship ending on what you’d call a bad note, there’s still some part of you that cares about her, almost instinctively so. Maybe it’s just the residual guilt speaking, but you feel obligated to check on her just to make sure she’s alright. After all, she’d done the same for you so many times you’d lost count and you reminisce on all those days spent together in your apartment, Kelly doing her best to lift your spirits when you sank to your lowest. Soon enough you find yourself in front of the closed door to her office, and you take a deep breath before giving the door a set of firm taps.
“Can I come in?”
“Sure,” you hear her muffled voice say from the other side of the door. “Mind the mess though.”
She looks exhausted, and you can see light bags under her eyes as she rifles through the papers strewn across and around her desk. There’s a half finished mug of coffee next to a large thermos, and she looks like she’s two seconds away from having a breakdown. She finally stares up from the papers to meet your gaze, and her expression shifts to an expectant one despite the almost palpable stress in the room.
“You need something, Mike?” she asks, letting out a brief, hurried sigh. “I’m kind of busy here right now.”
You’d seldom seen her like this short of when she was cramming for exams when the two of you were still dating. It’s such a foreign sight that you’re left speechless for a moment, your mouth trying to find something to make up for your sudden lack of brain activity. 
“You look like you could use some help.”
‘Nice going, Captain Obvious,’ you think to yourself as you shake your head. ‘What’s next, you going to ask if she’s stressed out?’
She shoots you an odd look that’s quickly replaced with a relieved expression, seemingly grateful at your impromptu offer. “Actually… would you mind helping me fill out some of these forms? All you gotta do is just copy some stuff from the computer here.”
“What are you filling all these out for?” you ask, reaching for the clipboard she’s holding out. “And what’s the deadline for them?”
“Something about state income tax rates changing and some other payroll bullshit I couldn’t really give a rat’s ass about,” she says, her tone one of exasperation. “Corporate wants it all done by Friday or they’re threatening to replace me.”
“They’re not seriously going to fire you over some tiny bullshit like this, are they?” you ask, cocking an eyebrow at her claims. “No way they’d fire one of their best managers over something so stupid. Isn’t this their job to deal with anyways?”
“You’d think so, but I’ve heard some horror stories about regional,” she sighs before taking another long sip of her coffee. “It’s supposed to be their responsibility, but they’re passing the buck down to us for some reason. And I appreciate the kind words Mike, but it’s not going to earn you any favors from me.”
You want to say something about the snark, but you realize you’ve kind of earned the skepticism from her. You decide to double down to try and earn some of her trust back.
“I’m not lying Kelly, you might be uptight as fuck sometimes, but you’re good at your job,” you say, taking a seat as you speak. “Just tell me what I need to do and I’ll try to help out. Least I can do to repay the times you’ve let me off early.”
You can see her expression soften up a bit and she picks up a small stack of forms before dropping them on the desk in front of you. There’s a small smile on her face now that wasn’t there before.
“This is only half of the forms I’ve got to fill out, mostly matching employee records that haven’t been updated in ages with what we’ve got on file in the payroll database,” she says, the words coming rapidfire as she tucks a strand of her frazzled hair back. “If there’s anything that doesn’t match, just write it down on the clipboard with their name.”
“Gotcha,” you say, nodding even though you can barely understand what she’s saying with how fast she’s speaking.
You get to work, the two of you sitting in silence as you efficiently work through stack after stack of papers, the only audible sounds in the entire room are the clacking of keys and scribble of pens, accented by the occasional clack of a stapler ringing out. As the hours pass by, the piles of forms slowly begin to thin out and your wrists are becoming increasingly sore with each paper you finish. Kelly starts to rifle through the completed pile, nodding in satisfaction before glancing at the clock.
“You’re a real lifesaver Mike,” she smiles as she sits back down. “I owe you a couple paid days off or something for this, seriously.”
“Not that big a deal,” you smile back, thankful for her gratitude. “You would’ve done the same for me, I hope. And I might take you up on that sometime.”
“Of course I would’ve, and whenever you want,” she says, taking a long sip straight from her thermos. “Just let me know.”
“Will do,” you say, taking a glance down at your wristwatch, “About time I get out of here though, you going to be alright with the rest?”
“I’ll manage,” she says, still smiling as you get up to leave. “And Mike?”
“Yeah?” you say, briefly turning back around to face her.
“Sorry about the other day, what I said was completely out of line.”
The apology makes you feel warm and you divert your gaze a bit as you smile wide. “It’s fine, I forgive you. If you ever you know… want to talk about it more, you know where to find me.”
She nods and you take that as your cue to leave. You quickly grab your backpack from your stash spot and head out to the front to say your goodbyes to Kevin, eager to get to the gym a bit earlier than usual. You ball your hand up and reach towards him to fist bump him but he’s seemingly lost in thought as he stares out the shop windows.
“Looks like you’ve got someone waiting on you, Mike,” he smiles, nodding towards the front.
“Huh?” you say, confused as you’re left hanging by your friend.
He points towards what he’s looking at and you follow his pointer finger, though you can’t quite make out what it is he’s looking at.
“Either I’m seeing things or that kangaroo girl is waiting outside for you again,” he says.
You squint your eyes some and sure enough, you can see her sitting atop the trunk of your treasured shitbox.
“You going to need backup or are you prepared for the beatdown this time?” he says, playfully nudging you in the side.
“You come up with that one yourself?” you chuckle. “See you tomorrow dude.”
“Later,” he says, finally bumping your outstretched fist.
As you trudge through the parking lot towards your car, you can feel and see her gaze boring a hole into you, a grin sitting pretty on her snout. 
“If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you’re following me around,” you shout out from a distance.
“Just making sure you don’t skip out on me today, mate,” she shouts back, her digitigrade legs idly kicking the air as she leans back.
“You sure you’re not just here for the free ride?” you ask as you finally reach your car, unlocking it and tossing your bag in the back in one smooth motion.
“Maybe…” she says innocently, tapping a finger to the tip of her snout before elegantly jumping from the trunk of your car.
“At least you’re honest,” you say, holding open the passenger side door for her. “Hop in before I change my mind.”
You jump into the driver’s side and quickly set off for the gym. You decide to try and make some small talk with her, though you’re careful not to trip over your tongue like last time. A glance over when you come to a stop shows you the kangaroo fidgeting in her seat, her leg seemingly moving and thumping on its own.
“So, how was work?”
“Another long and boring day, practically got my ear talked off by my boss,” she sighs as she leans further back into the seat. “Barely got any sleep last night either so I was pretty much a zombie the entire day, even though I was working from home.”
“Don’t I know the feeling, spent all day filling out paperwork,” you chuckle. “You sure you’re on for a gym session? Could just drop you off at your house if you want.”
“I’ll be fine, trust me,” she says. “Also, paperwork at an ice cream place? Who’d you piss off to get stuck doing that?”
“The despots at corporate, apparently,” you laugh as you pull into the gym’s parking lot. “Wasn’t me who got saddled with it, but I decided to help my manager out a bit.”
“I can’t tell if that’s noble of you or not,” she chuckles as you pull into the parking spot and come to a full stop.
You reach into the back to grab your gym back before turning to meet her gaze. 
“Doing extra work for no reward?” you laugh. “I’d call it more stupid than anything. Earned some paid time off for my troubles though.”
“You’re going to need that time off after I kick your ass all over the gym,” she smirks as she opens the passenger side door. 
“We’ll see about that,” you smirk yourself as the two off you step out of the car. “I think you’re going to be pretty amazed by the end of our workout.”
“I dunno, you set the bar pretty low with your performance earlier, Mike,” she says, the smugness in her tone almost palpable.
“You say that now,” you fire back as the two of you walk side by side towards the gym. “Just you wait and see.”
Once the two of you are inside, you go your separate ways to get changed in your respective locker rooms. You quickly finish changing out of your stuffy work clothes and head back outside only to find she’s still not done. A quick glance around shows the gym to be far emptier than you’re used to, and you decide to do some lunges to pass the time as you wait for Ruby. The lack of people at the gym is a rare treat, and you look forward to not having to wait for machines to free up to get your workout done. Halfway through your final set, you finally spot the tiny kangaroo making her way out of the locker rooms, scanning her surroundings until she finally spots you flagging her down from your corner.
It’s incredibly hard to not stare at her gym getup, and while she’s not very well endowed up top, the yoga pants that accentuate her wide hips and tight butt more than makes up for it. If you had to pick an example to prove that yoga pants are god’s gift to mankind, she would be up there with the best of them. You can feel a stir in your pants as your manhood awakes from its slumber at the sight, and you avert your gaze as you think of less arousing things to keep it at bay. You’re startled by the hand suddenly waving in front of your face.
“Hello, Earth to Mike?” she says, and you’re quickly shaken out of your perverted train of thought.
You shake your head, a hand shooting up to the back of your neck to sheepishly rub at it after being caught with your hand in the proverbial cookie jar.
“Sorry, just… thinking about something that happened at work today,” you say, hoping the white lie is convincing enough.
She only flashes that smug grin you’ve become so used to in response. “Weird how my body reminds you so much of work.”
You nearly choke on your own saliva at the words and you sputter and cough as your body tries to expel it from the wrong pipe. “Sorry…”
“You’d be surprised how used to it I am by now, mate,” she laughs as she adjusts her ponytail. “Don’t sweat it. Say… how’s about we make this workout a little more interesting, yeah?”
You can’t help but raise an eyebrow at the words, though you’re relieved she doesn’t press the theme of your ogling further. “What you got in mind?”
“A little challenge of sorts,” she says, that cocky grin almost a permanent fixture on her features by now. “Maybe a healthy wager, if you’re up for it.”
Your curiosity gets the better of you once more. “Lay it on me then.”
“If I can lift more than you at any of the major lifts, you owe me lunch,” she says, starting to do some stretches of her own. “Deal?”
You think about it for a second, struggling to think of any possible outcome in which you’d lose to someone you’ve got nearly two feet on. “Deal.”
“So, which one do you want to do first?” she asks as she continues to stretch. “I’ll let you pick the first few to make it fair.”
“Well, that’s easy,” you say, a grin creeping up on your facial features. “Deadlifting.”
“Starting with the hard stuff aren’t we?” she asks, rolling her eyes. “Wuss.”
“Hey, you’re the one who said any major lift, remember?” you say, chuckling as you start to join her in doing your warm up stretches.
Once the two of you are sufficiently warmed up and feeling limber enough to start, you make your way towards one of the two unoccupied deadlift platforms. You set your bag down on the ground beside it and lean down to fish out your lifting belt and some athletic chalk.
“How much weight we lifting?” you ask as you quickly fit the belt around yourself.
You can see her nose as well as one of her ears softly twitching, her gaze firmly locked on your midsection as you tighten the belt. You wonder if it’s out of nervousness, or just regret from getting in way over her head with her little friendly bet. Whatever the case, you’re looking to impress her with your lifts and you draw some deep breaths in anticipation for the strain ahead.
“Ruby?” you ask as you start to chalk up your hands, the kangaroo still seemingly lost in thought. “You good?”
“Yeah, yeah, sorry,” she says, averting her gaze towards the platform before putting that laser focus back onto you. “Load your one rep max.”
Her words draw a wide, almost smug grin from you. “Now we’re talking.”
You slowly start to load up a staggering four hundred pounds on the bar, enough to make you start worrying if your rusty self is going to be able to lift it or not. While you’d done it before, that was without an audience and ample preparation throughout the entire week.
“Feeling confident are we?” she asks, nudging you in the side with her elbow as you get into place on the platform.
You take a deep breath, trying to stay calm and not allowing any of your worries to show through. “The chalk isn’t just for show, you know. Stand back a bit too, yeah? Don’t want to hurt you if I drop this thing.”
She steps back a safe distance away and you bend over to grip the bar, making sure to keep your back in a neutral position to avoid hurting yourself. You slowly bend your knees until you can feel your shins touching the bar and you take one more deep breath in preparation. In one smooth motion, you begin to pull the bar, straining as you begin to stand back up to your full height. Once you finish the rep, you grunt before unceremoniously dropping the bar back onto the platform, the loud thud making a few nearby gym goers turn to look at you.
“Your turn,” you say, grinning despite the slight but temporary lightheadedness you feel from the lift. 
When you finally turn around to look at her there’s no smug expression of any sort to be found, something that makes you feel a bit more pride about your lift.
“Impressive. Didn’t think a beanstalk like you could lift that much,” she says, nodding slightly. “But you know there’s no way I can get that bar off the ground, wanker.” 
“Just load up what you can lift then,” you shrug as you take a seat a safe distance away to catch your breath. “It’s all in good fun anyways, yeah?”
“Yeah…” she says as she walks up onto the platform.
She takes two plates off each side, leaving a still respectable weight for someone her size and weight class. She assumes the same stance you did moments ago, and despite not having chalk to aid her she does not one, but three reps before dropping the barbell. You’re insanely impressed by the display, not expecting her to lift even half of that weight.
“Color me shocked,” you say as she makes her way towards you. “Thought you weren’t even going to get the one rep off.”
“Just goes to show you’re not the only one full of surprises,” she says proudly as she extends a hand to help you up. “What next?”
“Might as well bang out all the tougher stuff first,” you say, taking her hand to help yourself get back on your feet. “Help me rerack all this first though, will you?”
“Sure,” she says and the two of you quickly get everything looking like it was before you got there.
You stash your things back into your bag, a brief walk putting you both at the benches. You take the initiative and begin to load two plates on the bar and some change. While it’s not your max, you’re not confident enough to try for that right now, and you opt to listen to the building pressure of your audience and your well merited caution.
She pouts as she watches you slide the weights onto the bar. “Come on, go easy on me.”
You sit on the bench and steel yourself before laying down, her face quickly appearing overhead and bringing a smile to your face. “What, you scared you going to lose?”
She gets into a position to spot you, hovering her hands underneath the bar. You’re not entirely sure she can handle the weight should you fail, but the gesture is nice regardless. You tightly grip the bar and grit your teeth as you start to lift off the rack, bringing the bar all the way up before quickly bringing it down to re rack it.
You sit upright before getting off the bench and wiping down the bar for her. “All yours.”
She takes a plate of each side before taking your place on the bench, and you can see the nervousness in her expression.
“You mind giving me a spot, mate?” she asks, nose twitching as she takes a deep breath. “Haven’t benched in a while.”
You walk around behind her, assuming a wide stance and getting as close as possible without having your crotch dangling over her head. Once your hands are safely hovering beneath the bar without making contact you look down and nod.
“Go,” you say, ready to catch the weight.
The determined look now on her features tell you she’s dead set on lifting the weight, regardless of the high chance of failure, and you can see her quickly draw a deep breath before she starts to push the bar off the rack. Her arms wobble from the strain as she fully extends them, and despite your doubts, she recovers and completes the rep with great form.
She sits upright, a hand shooting up to her head to tuck a few errant strands of brown hair behind her ears. “Damn, I thought I was going to cock that one up for sure.”
“You did fine,” you say, and you start to unload the weight as she catches her breath. “Ready for the last lift?”
“Of course,” she pants.
A feeling of dread fills you as the two of you make your way towards the squat racks, the lift your weakest by a huge margin. And not for lack of trying either, your legs far from neglected despite not being the main focus of your workouts. 
She stares up at you with a smug grin as you continue to stare at the empty rack. “What’s wrong, getting cold feet?”
“Just thinking about how much I’m going to enjoy that free lunch tomorrow,” you shoot back as you step forward.
You load three plates on each side, an amount even you aren’t sure you’re able to lift, but damn if you’re going to be beat by someone her size. After loading the weight, you get under the bar and make sure it rests squarely on your upper shoulders. You try to muster every bit of strength and energy you have left as you take a small set of deep breaths. As you start to lift the bar off the rack, you can already feel how difficult it’s going to be to come back up again. You bring the weight down until your hips are below your knees, doing your best to keep them outwards while keeping your back neutral. Lifting the weight back up takes everything you have in you and you’re sure you’re starting to turn red from the exertion as you approach the top of the rack again. You’re thankful you’re only competing with single reps, as you’re not sure you’d be able to walk straight the next day if you had to do more than one.
“Alright… your turn,” you say, panting loudly between words.
“Ah…” she mutters. “Could you lower the bar for me?”
You quickly turn back around and lower the weight a few positions in the rack. “Shit, my bad.”
You grin as she saunters over to take her spot under the bar. “So, how many plates are you taking off this time?”
“Taking off?” she laughs as she starts to add a couple of smaller plates to each side, something that makes your stomach sink. “You wish.”
She gets under the bar, resting it on her upper shoulders before looking back to shoot you a sly grin. You’re almost sure she’s bluffing until you think back to your run that morning, where you’d witnessed first hand exactly how strong her legs are. She lifts the weight off the rack with a level of ease you’d seldom seen before, squatting down with perfect form. The show she’s unintentionally giving you starts to wake up Mike Jr. once more, and you start to look away to avoid having to tuck him into your waistband. Unfortunately, it’s not before you get a brief glimpse of what you’d call a perfect ass pressing tight against her yoga pants, practically begging to be released from their confines.
She comes back up like it’s nothing, racking the weight without even breaking a sweat.
“You were saying?” she asks, a huge grin showing itself when she finally turns back around.
You can’t help but grin back when you realize you’ve been had, shaking your head slowly. “You had this all planned out, didn’t you?”
She points at her, an innocent look on her face. “Me? I would never.”
“Guess I owe you lunch sometimes,” you say, rubbing at the back of your neck. “We doing anything else or do you want to get out of here early?”
“If you don’t mind waiting a bit, I want to get a little time in on the punching bag,” she says, nodding towards that corner of the gym.
“Nah, go ahead,” you say. “Would join you but I already did a little yesterday.”
The two of you walk over to that side of the gym and you do some stretches as she walks over to the bag, your gaze locked on her as you’re eager to see her technique.
“Mate, you got some gloves?” she asks from a bit away. “Left mine at home.”
You dig through your gym bag in search of your gloves, walking over to her once you finally find them. “Might be a little big on you, but I can tighten them up for you.”
You carefully slip the gloves onto her furred hands, the short strands tickling your bare skin, tightening the string until the pair is firmly secured on her."
“There you go,” you say, stepping back to watch as she steps up to the bag.
Her stance is proper, looking like she's practiced it a million times before, arms steady, gaze unwavering. While you'd been a target of Ruby's laser focus before, this is unlike anything else you've seen from the kangaroo, only her chest moving as she manages her breathing carefully, her fiery eyes focused on one thing and one thing only. Her stillness doesn’t last long though and she lets loose like a spring suddenly coming uncoiled, each powerful strike that connects with the bag filling the air with loud thuds as the force shakes the bag violently. Each jab comes out like lightning, her gloved hands and arms practically a blur as she continues her assault. You watch her movements and expression like a hawk, a glance telling you everything you need to know about how she’s feeling. Her focused expression softens with every hit on the bag, and you can see the stress on her features melt away as she continues going through the motions. It reminds you a lot of the few times you’d managed to catch a glimpse of yourself in the mirror as you boxed the bag, her expression akin to yours when you did the same to destress. She continues unleashing blow after blow into it, the force ramping up with each consecutive impact. She starts to mix kicks into her routine, peppering the bag with a combination of roundhouse and front kicks, much to your surprise. Her kicks are even more powerful than you’d imagined, even after witnessing how much she could squat with relative ease, the bag swinging wildly on its chain as she brings each rough kick home. It feels like you’re watching a professional MMA fighter, each hit seemingly precisely calculated despite the staggering amount of force and speed behind them, her balance unaffected as she continues. Expert technique or not though, everyone has their limits and she begins to slow down as she runs out of energy, some darker spots forming in her fur from testing her nearly endless pool of stamina.
She finally pulls away and turns to face you, panting hard as she starts to take off the gloves. “Fuck me… that felt… great!”
“Where’d you even learn to box like that?” you ask. “Seriously, I’ve never seen someone so fast that wasn’t a pro.”
She begins to take the gloves off as she continues to pant. “You… don’t… mean that.”
“Why wouldn't I?” you chuckle. “If you picked all that up on your own then you’ve got some serious talent.”
“I’d call it more practice than anything,” she says, holding out the gloves to hand them back to you. "Dad taught me everything I know about it, spent a lot of time at boxing gyms back when I was younger. Showed me the ropes one day and I just kept at it since."
“You ever have to use them on anyone but me?” you laugh, a smile tugging at the corner of your mouth. “You’ll have to give me a crash course sometime, I’d love to learn.”
You see the anxious look you’d seen on her face many times before resurface once more at your question. She flashes you a weak smile, and you can see her gaze struggling to meet yours. “Nah, haven’t had to… but I’d be happy to teach you sometime.”
There’s something off about her tone, and even though you’re not sure what exactly it is, you can tell something’s bothering her. You figure it’s best to not pry, confident she’d share with you of her own volition once she’s comfortable with it.
“I’d love to, though you’ll have to take it easy on me,” you say, laughing as you kneel down to put the gloves back in your bag. “You ready to get going now?”
“Don’t worry, I won’t bruise you up. And yeah, unless you feel like giving the bag a spin,” she says. “Bloody exhausted after all that.”
You both head off to your respective locker rooms to get changed, opting to take a quick shower to help clear your head. Today’s events only help reinforce the way you felt last night, the time spent with the kangaroo leaving you with a smile plastered to your face, having been a while since you’d laughed as often and with as much gusto as in these last two days. As you dig your fingers into your scalp, washing away all the sweat and grime that had accumulated throughout the day, you can’t help but think you’re getting a bit attached to her. While you haven't known her for long, it felt like reconnecting with a long lost friend with how much the two of you have in common. The feeling is hard to describe, and a part of you wonders if she feels the same way to some degree. You were never the best at gauging how others feel about you, something that’s only compounded by the fact that it’s been a while since you’ve been in what you could call a real relationship. It’s far from a healthy line of thinking, but after your last failed relationship, you’re deathly afraid of making one false move and pushing your friends away, thinking back to that anxious look she flashed at you minutes ago.
‘Are you being too forward with her? Too friendly? Maybe a touch too playful?’ you think to yourself, the thoughts sowing in a seed of doubt in your mind.
The hot water running down your skin does a great job of keeping those nasty thoughts at bay, and you can’t help but sigh in relief as it does. You finish up your short shower and quickly towel yourself off, changing back into your street clothes in a hurry. You promise yourself you’ll take things a bit slower with Ruby, for the sake of keeping your budding friendship intact. Once fully dressed, you take a deep breath and put on a bright smile before leaving the locker room.

  *****

As you splash your face with warm water, you berate yourself for being so apprehensive around him. He’d asked a simple question and you practically gave him the cold shoulder over it. With the way you acted today, you’re almost sure he thinks he’s to blame for it. In reality, he’s the first guy you’ve met in a while that you feel like you don’t have to hold yourself back around. You want to tell him it’s not his fault and that you’re just an idiot who can’t put feelings into words, but you’re afraid it’s far too soon to have that kind of conversation, especially with someone you barely know. Hell, after the poor guy had opened up to you earlier today you don’t feel it’s right to push your shitty problems onto him, despite his kind offer to lend an ear. That’s not to say you don’t want to take him up on it, but you’re more than willing to wait for the right opportunity to do so. As you change back into your normal clothes, the only thought that crosses your mind is the hope that you’d actually have the chance to do it before you push him away like you have countless others. You put on a smile as you leave the locker room, doing your best to hide the unease and apprehensiveness plaguing your every move. To your surprise, he’s waiting outside the locker room, the smile plastered on his assuaging your fears ever so slightly.

  *****

“Ready to go?” you ask, hefting his bag over your shoulder.
“Yep, all set,” she says, following close behind as you walk towards the entrance.
As the two of you silently hop into your car and start driving to her house, it becomes clear that neither of you want to be the first to break that silence, choosing instead to enjoy the beauty of a cool Autumn night.
Despite the enjoyable silence and scenery, you don’t want a day like this to end on a bad note and so you break the quiet hanging in the air. “So, about that lunch?”
“What about it?” she asks, and you can see her glance over at you out of the corner of your eye.
“You’re paying for it, right?” you ask, a grin on your face. “I forget who won…”
“Oh no mate, you’re not weaseling out of our bet that easily,” she says, chuckling between words. “I’ve already got a place in mind too.”
“Hopefully not someplace that’s going to break the bank,” you mutter under your breath.
“Hey, you’re the one who agreed to the bet,” she says, and you can see her smiling from the small glimpse of her you have in the mirror. “It’s not expensive though, don’t worry. Besides, I think you’ll like it.”
“Going to tell me what it’s called?” you ask, your curiosity getting the better of you.
“Nah, it’ll be a surprise,” she says. “Think it’ll be better that way.”
“Just full of surprises, aren’t you?” you ask. “What’s next, gonna blindfold me when I drive you home?”
“If ya keep prattling on like a sore loser I might just have to gag you too,” she laughs quietly. 
“If there’s one thing you’re right about it’s that I’m going to be sore in more ways than one tomorrow morning,” you say, already feeling the aftermath of your workout in your legs.
“Oh come on, it wasn’t that bad,” she says, and you can hear the steady tapping of her claws against the window. “You made that deadlift look easy.”
You smile at the compliment as you pull up to where you’d dropped her off yesterday, watching as she gathers her belongings.
“Thanks,” is the only thing you can think to say.
“Better not to be too sore,” she says, nudging you in the side. “We’re going for a jog again tomorrow morning. Unless you forgot already.”
You can’t help but groan at the thought of another multi-mile run. “If I can get out of bed, I'll be there. No promises though. Hopefully I’ll see you tomorrow Ruby.”
She gives you a quick hug, pulling away before you even have a chance to respond. “See you, Mike.”
“Huh,” you say, the kangaroo long gone before you regain your ability to put together a coherent thought.
You can barely think straight on the drive home, letting out a long sigh as your thoughts light your mind ablaze with activity. Has all your worrying really been for nothing? The ground your ‘friendship’ is built on is shaky at best, but she seems more than okay with that. The traitorous and irrational part of your brain disagrees and you can’t help but second guess your assessment, your very thoughts betraying you. You’re not even sure why you care so much about the opinion of someone you barely know, and you do your best to drive the offending thoughts out of your head as you focus on more important things. Things like coming up with a plan for dealing with Kelly long term, or trying to figure out how the hell someone nearly two feet shorter than you had squatted a hundred more pounds than you without batting an eye. Legs are easily the thing you neglect most at the gym, but you didn’t think the problem was quite so bad. You pull into your run down apartment complex, promising yourself you’d never let yourself be outlifted that badly again, making a mental note to focus more on lower body workouts.
You unlock the door to your apartment, tossing your gym bag down in the foyer before making a beeline for the kitchen. All the exercise worked up a ravenous hunger within you and you rummage through the pantry and fridge in search for anything you can devour. Your eyes land on a pot of beef stew you’d made the week before and after giving it a cursory sniff and taste test, you decide it’s still good to eat, ladling a generous portion into a bowl. You watch some TV for some background noise as you eat, though it doesn’t last long with how quickly you tear through the stew, tossing the bowl into the sink and doing what little dishes are piled up before stepping back into the living room. You’ve got a choice between playing some video games or turning in early, and after giving it some thought you decide to head to bed. You know you’re going to need the rest if you plan to make it through another day like this one without becoming the living dead. You head towards your bedroom and practically dive under the comforting warmth of your sheets, and as you settle into your cotton cocoon, your thoughts drift back to Ruby. For the first time in what feels like ages, you’re actually looking forward to the next day and you manage to drift off in record time.






      

  












      Chapter 4
  








  It's not terribly cold for an early autumn morning, and unlike most other days, that chilling wind can't quite manage to pierce your many layers of clothing, no matter how hard it tries. As you swing open the doors to your workplace and rush to clock in, you can’t help but let out a sigh when you realize what day of the week it is. Week in and week out, Fridays manage to simultaneously be the most liberating and hellish day of your life. On one hand, you get off work almost an hour earlier than usual, something you’re ultimately grateful for despite the increased workload. On the other hand, it’s not like you use said hour for anything other than getting to the gym quicker in an attempt to avoid the hellish weekend rush. Despite how early in the morning it is, you already feel exhausted, your cardio workout with Ruby draining what little energy you normally have. 
You try to look on the bright side of things, suddenly grateful you’re working somewhere that only has busy afternoons. After heading into the back to stash your bag, you grab a rag and spray bottle and quickly get to work on your morning duties, every step you take while walking around the store only emphasizing the crippling muscle soreness in your legs. Maybe jogging and squatting on the same day isn’t the best idea you’ve ever had, but jogging the day right after that definitely makes you a certifiable idiot.
Short of a single elderly woman who’d come in a couple of minutes ago, the store is practically deserted. You’re hard at work cleaning the drip trays of all the ice cream dispensers when you feel a hand on your shoulder, making you jump a bit.
“Hey bud, you got a second?” Kevin asks, “Want to talk to you about something once you’re done here.”
“Christ, you trying to give me a heart attack again?” you ask, chuckling as you shake your head. “And yeah sure, give me a second to finish up here.”
You quickly wrap up your cleaning, washing your rag in the tiny sink before finally joining Kevin behind the counter. “So, what’s up? You wanted to talk about something?”
He sheepishly rubs at the back of his head. “Well… it’s more a favor I wanted to ask about, really.”
You can’t help but raise an eyebrow in skepticism with the way he’s acting. “What is it?”
“Well…” he starts, seemingly unable to find the right words. “Melanie wants to go on a date to some fancy place downtown and I’m freaking out about it.”
“A girl asked you on a fancy dinner date and you’re freaking out?” you ask, relieved it’s nothing serious. “Isn’t she super into you? What could you possibly need from me?”
“I was wondering if you could maybe come along with someone, make it a double date, you know?” he asks, a nervous half smile on his face.
You think long and hard, mentally rifling through and listing every person you still keep in touch with that might agree to come along as you date, even if just for the prospect of a free dinner. All that comes to mind are a few girls from college you still talk to through social media on occasion, and maybe the one flirty barista from your local coffee shop. As you continue going down the list, your prospects aren’t looking good and you shudder to think you might have to resort to something as awful as Tinder to find someone on short notice, god forbidding.
“What about that one girl…” he asks, shaking you from your thoughts. “Ruby, wasn’t it?”
She hadn’t even registered in your mind as a potential option, your brain blocking her out for the sake of avoiding an awkward conversation.
You wave a hand dismissively in response. “Nah, out of the question.”
“What, seriously?” he asks, and you can hear the disbelief in his voice. “She’s not going to say no to you, come on.”
“Look… it’s way more complicated than that, and I don’t even know how she’d take it if I asked,” you say, leaning your elbows against the counter. “And even if she does say yes, I don’t want to put her on the spot like that.”
“What do you mean, complicated?” he asks, raising an eyebrow at your vague explanation.
“I don’t know…” you say, unable to find the right words to describe her. “I don’t really want to get into it, just take my word for it, alright? I’ll find someone to bring, but I don’t know Ruby well enough to ask that kind of thing yet.”
“Alright, alright,” he says, raising his hands. “Point taken. Really appreciate you doing this for me though.”
“How long do I have to find a date anyways?” you ask. “I swear if you tell me I’ve got until tomorrow I’m going to strangle you.”
“Melanie hasn’t really given an exact date yet, but maybe this Sunday or sometime next week if you’re free?” he asks. “Take it easy though man, you make it sound like it’d be hard for a guy like you to find a date. And if you can’t find anyone, there’s always the aussie princess chasing after you.” 
“Look,” you say, turning to stare him straight in the eyes. “We’re just friends and I don’t know about you, but I don’t typically go around dating all my friends, alright?”
“Relax my man, I’m just busting your balls a little,” he says, putting an arm around your neck. “If you don’t want to invite her then don’t sweat it. Please find someone though, or it’s my ass on the line. Owe you big time if you can come through on this one.”
“I’ll try my best, no promises though,” you say, moving away from the arm around you.
“You’re the man, Mike,” he says before ducking into the back to start unpacking things.
The hours pass by so slowly it’s almost painful, customers quickly coming and going until you’re granted a reprieve in the form of your lunch break. You’d actually bothered to pack something for yourself today, determined to stick to your new diet plans. It’s nothing special, just some marinated chicken and rice tossed together with some assorted vegetables, but the sauce takes the normally bland meal to something you’d pay for. As you eat your meal at one of the more isolated tables, you get it in your head to ask Ruby when she’s getting off work today since you’ll be out of here much earlier than usual, whipping your phone out and shooting off a quick text. A few minutes later, halfway through your meal, your phone makes an overly loud buzz against the table, and you quickly snatch it to read it.
‘Same time as usual, why?’ the display reads.
‘It’s a surprise, just tell me when you’re off work,’ you text back as you shove another forkful of fluffy rice into your mouth.
Your vague response earns you another text, this time with an attached photo of her mock pouting. You can’t see much, but you grin when you take notice of her messy hair, a stark contrast to the neat bun she usually rocks. Hell, you’re tempted to tell her it’s a cute look, but after seeing her boxing moves, you fear for the safety of your internal organs. After you’re done with your meal and smiling like a dope, you stand up and get back to work after tucking your tupperware container into your bag. Your aching muscles quickly remind you that you’re in no shape to go to the gym today and you decide to skip your workout in favor of giving your body some much needed and well deserved recovery time. There’s only one problem though, and it’s that it’ll leave you with not much to do on a Friday night. Video games are an easy first choice, but you already spend far too much time cooped up in your house doing that so you cross it off the list. You continue to think as you work, and something you overhear from your customers gives you the idea to pass the time at your local mall, unable to think of anything better to do with your night. After all, what could be better than doing a little window shopping and maybe indulging in some terrible grub from the food court? Maybe even a movie if one of the new releases catches your eye. Regardless of your future plans, you still have a few hours before you’re free to do whatever you want. 
After the incredibly busy afternoon rush finally clears up, you head into the back to grab a mop and some cleaning supplies to take care of a few spills. On your way, you notice the door to Kelly's office is slightly ajar and you move in to close it, though you're stopped in your tracks when you notice the lights are off, and even more when you realize there's someone inside. What you find is Kelly fast down and fast asleep on her desk, something that puts a grin on your face. If the tall stack of completed forms and empty coffee cups was any indication, she’d stayed late last night to be able to wrap things up. You have to admire her dedication to the job sometimes, unsure whether you'd be able to get things done in her position, job on the line or not. That being said, you can’t resist the urge to snap a photo, figuring it might come in handy if you ever needed some extra time off in the future. After you take it, you leave the office, closing the door as gently as possible so as to not wake the poor girl up. Mop and bucket quickly acquired, you head back out to the front, unable to resist showing Kevin the picture.
“Dude, check it,” you say, nudging him with an elbow.
“Wait, is that…” he says, squinting as he focuses on the dark picture. “...Kelly? When did you take this?”
“Just now, she’s out cold back there,” you say. “Don’t go waking her up though, she deserves the rest. And besides, we could use the peace and quiet for once.”
The rest of the day comes and goes, and you’ve cleaned up enough spills to make you feel like you’re working for BP. Despite the crazy workload, you and Kevin make short work of it, doing double time since neither of you want to stay even a minute longer than is absolutely necessary. By the end of your shift, you have the place looking spotless; no table, chair, counter, nozzle or drip tray is left dirty. In some strange way you’re proud of how clean the store looks, a feeling ruined by the fact you'll have to do it all over again on Monday. Before leaving for the evening you decide to give Kelly a courtesy wake up, not wanting next shift’s manager to find her asleep. You give the door a firm, loud set of knocks, waiting a bit before doing it again, even louder this time. 
You hear the sounds of papers quickly being shuffled around through the door before a voice rings out. “Come in!”
You open the door and once you get a good look at her it’s hard to stifle a laugh, her hair a complete mess. “Still hard at work, I see.”
“Something like that,” she says, letting out a sigh that turns into a yawn. “Had to take work home with me last night. Got it all done in the end though.”
“Hopefully I helped make a dent yesterday,” you say, a smile still on your face.
“Believe me, it was a huge help,” she says as she tries to fix her hair. “I really appreciate it, Mike. Couldn’t have finished without you.”
You can’t help but smile a little wider at her praise. “Glad I could help. Just thought I’d come by and check on things before I left.”
“I’ll be alright here,” she says, sorting the papers into a neat pile. “See you Monday.”
“See you around, Kelly,” you say. “Have a good weekend.”
“You too,” is the last thing you hear before you turn and head out the door.
You grab your bag, taking a quick detour to the bathroom to change into a plain white tee and some dark jeans. After getting a good look at yourself in the mirror, you head outside and towards your car, tossing your bag into the back before hopping into the driver’s seat. It only takes a few minutes of driving before the huge structure comes into view. You can’t quite place why, but there’s a sudden nagging feeling in the back of your mind that tells you you’ve forgotten something important. You figure if it was that important you’d remember it, though that doesn't stop it from bothering you as you look for a place to park. Once you find one, you pull up the e-brake and step out of the car for a much needed stretch.
The mall being a stone’s throw away from where you work isn’t the only good thing about the place, far from it. While you haven’t been there in a while, every time you go you’re nothing short of impressed with the layout and its decor. You’re no architecture nerd but even you can appreciate the considerations they took into account for the design, the outdoor shopping section laid out to look like a main street of sorts, well lit and decorated with gorgeous plants. The ‘street’ ends where the indoor section of the mall begins, an entire two floors of stores to shop at with an amazing movie theater built in to boot. If that’s not enough, an escalator leads straight to the lower portion of the indoor mall, where the food court and other entertainment sits pretty. It took ages to build the gargantuan shopping mall, but it put your relatively small town on the map and provided tons of jobs for locals. The only downside is that the place is constantly packed, with it being arguably the best place in town to hang out and grab a bite to eat. It takes you a few minutes to find a place to park, but once you step out of your car and start walking around you don’t regret your decision in the slightest. It’s a beautiful afternoon, not too chilly or too humid despite the time of year and it’s the absolute perfect temperature to walk around without a jacket. Somehow, you never grow tired of walking around the outdoor portion of the shopping center, always bustling with activity. 
You can hear the sounds of couples of all ages laughing as they go in and out of stores. In a weird way, it makes you miss all the times you and Kelly did the same, the absence of someone to enjoy it with making you realize just how much you took her for granted in the past. It’s not enough to put a damper on your mood, but your thoughts can’t help but drift to those good times as you continue walking down the street. The ice cream shop you once used to frequent together comes into sight, and you remember your favorite orders by heart, two scoops of black raspberry with a scoop of cherry for her and three scoops of mint chocolate chip for you. It’s a small family owned place but despite that, business is booming due to the location. Neither of you would dare admit it to any of the higher ups at work, but the ice cream and frozen yogurt this place serves up blows the stuff from your store out of the water.
You walk inside for old time’s sake, the excessively colorful yet familiar decoration bringing a smile to your face as you recall even more good memories. The place is absolutely packed, and you can’t see a single booth seat available as you start making your way towards the counter, nearly jumping when you hear someone shouting from a distance.
“Hey!” you hear, and you turn towards the sound of the noise. “Long time no see, Mike!”
You’re relieved to see the person calling your name is none other than the owner, who despite his slightly graying hairs, looks as energetic as ever as he waves you over. You’ve been coming to this place since you were a kid and you know all the staff by name at this point.
“It’s been a while, Sam,” you say as you approach the counter. “How’s the wife?”
“Pain in my ass, but what else is new, right?” he asks, laughing as he steps closer. “What can I get my favorite customer? The usual?”
“I’ll just take a coke for now,” you say as you move towards the register.
“You got it boss,” he says, grabbing one from the fridge below the counter before popping off the top and handing it to you.
“You mind if I pay when I leave?” you ask, before knocking back a long sip.
“Go ahead kid, I trust you,” he laughs, waving you off as he starts to serve the next customer. “Next!”
You start heading outside, hoping it’s not nearly as crowded so you can sit down and give your sore legs some rest.  Once you manage to squeeze past the hordes of people, you practically collapse into the nearest chair, leaning back as you let out a long sigh. By the looks of things, it’s shaping up to be another Friday night spent alone. You’re sick and tired of feeling sorry for yourself because of it, but it’s hard to feel any other way when you think about the direction your life has taken over the last few years. You aren't even sure why you get so down about things sometimes. You're young, in the best shape of your life, and you have a few but dependable friends with a job that lets you make ends meet. So why is it, that despite all that, you feel so alone sometimes?
You take a sip of your soda as you try to think positive thoughts to get your mind off the subject. Since you’re not doing much of anything, you decide to try and get a head-start on finding a date for that favor Kevin asked of you. You whip out your phone, unlocking it before opening the dating app you’d sworn off a little over a year ago. After you’re done having a funeral for your pride, you get to work swiping right on every conceivable image. Once you’ve exhausted all your potential choices, you look and see you have eight matches to work with. Two of them are immediately discarded once you get a closer look at their pictures, still having some semblance of standards left. That leaves you with what looks to be four humans and two anthros to try and woo with your ‘witty’ pickup lines. You can’t even muster up the energy to come up with something clever on the spot and you instead lead with a few variations of ‘what’s up?’ instead. Once you’re done, you kick up your legs on the chair opposite you and hope you get some bites soon.
Only three message you back within the hour, one human girl and both anthro girls. They’re all fairly cute by your standards, and you don’t exactly have much room to be picky considering the short notice Kevin had given you. Both anthros make it a point to tell you that humans don’t usually swipe on them early into the conversation, something that leaves you feeling uneasy and wondering why exactly that’s the case. Despite the bumps in the road, you hit things off with all three fairly well, making idle small talk before sealing the deal by asking for their phone numbers and springing the question on them. Pitching the double date to all three of them goes better than expected and while you’d managed to get their numbers, none of them made any promises about being available for that time of the week. Maybe you’d take one of them out to do something of your own volition, not wanting to spend a beautiful Friday evening sulking and feeling sorry for yourself. You’re almost done typing another text to the cute ocelot girl when a text from Ruby comes through.
‘Where are you?’ it reads.
‘Outside Dairy Goddess, why?’ you shoot back.
‘Thought we were hitting up the gym tonight?’ the next notification reads, and the guilt hits you like a ton of bricks when you realize exactly what was bugging you earlier.
You feel like shit for forgetting about your plans to surprise her, and you struggle to come up with a response in a timely fashion, biting down on your lip as you mull it over.
‘Sorry, muscles are way too sore today. Felt like doing something else for a change,’ you reply after a few minutes of thinking, hoping she’ll understand.
‘Stay put wuss, I’ll be there in a sec,’ she replies, and you can’t help but smile at the bluntness.
Well, at least on the bright side, you wouldn’t be spending the rest of your day alone for a change. Another half hour quickly passes you by, and you can see more and more people steadily pouring into the streets and forming crowds.
‘Is she even coming?’ you think to yourself as you take the last sip of your now flat soda.
You start to reach into your pocket to fish your headphones out when you suddenly feel a tap on your shoulder. When you look behind you and see nobody, you chalk it up to some random passerby trying to prank you and you’re met with another scare when you turn around to see Ruby staring you in the face..
“What’s the matter, did I scare ya?” she says, the grin on her face telling you she gets a kick out of this.
You try to respond but when you get a good look at the rest of her you swallow your words. You’d never seen her in casual clothing before, the slightly too large for her black blouse and white chinos she’s wearing looking great on her small frame.
“You trying to give me a heart attack or something?” you ask, mock clutching at your chest to play things up. “Sit down.” 
“What, so I can hear your lame excuses for not going to the gym?” she asks, her grin only widening. “Going to have to. And what was that about a surprise you mentioned earlier?”
“You ever hear of a rest day?” you ask as you lean further back in your seat, stalling for time as you think of an answer to her second question “Sue me for wanting to have some fun for once.”
She moves to take a seat next to you, and you get a brief glimpse of her thick tail poking through what you can only assume is a hole in her pants as she sits down. You’d never really paid much mind to that sort of thing, but having a tail that large seems like a burden. You can’t help but chuckle to yourself as she wrestles with it, eventually folding the bulk of it over her lap so she can sit down comfortably, the chairs outside clearly not made with tails in mind. You can see her tail move on its own out of the corner of your eye even as her gaze meets yours, and you silently wonder how much control anthros have over their tails.
“Yesterday was pretty much a rest day, you big baby,” she says, nudging you in the side. “And what, your idea of fun is sitting outside an ice cream shop after working at one all day?”
“Spoken like someone who's never had the ice cream here. Besides, do you see anywhere else that sells soda out here? Believe me, this place is *that* good.” you say, as you point towards the street. “As for that surprise, well… I meant to surprise you at the gym since I got off work early, but then I sort of forgot about it since I was exhausted.”
“You’re a real dork, you know that, Mike?” she laughs softly as she socks you in the arm, propping her feet up all the while. “And nah, I don’t really eat ice cream too often unless it’s a cheat day. Trying to stick to a diet and all.”
“See, you say that but you came to our store two days in a row. I mean, a cheat meal every now and then won’t kill you, but at least be honest with yourself,” you laugh as you move to stand up again. “Hell, I’m living proof of that. Come on, let me get you something for having you walk all the way here. My treat.”
“Unlike you, I actually work the extra calories off,” she says, laughing before following your lead. “And fine, but if I gain weight, I’m blaming you for it.”
You opt not to say anything and instead let her follow you back inside. Once you’re back in the shop and at the counter, you glance down to see her eyes light up as she takes in all the different flavors. This place might look like your average ice cream store but they really pull out all the stops when it comes to coming up with new, unique flavors. Never in a million years would you have thought a toothpaste flavor would work with hints of orange, but Sam was here to prove you wrong.
“So…” you hear him say as he saunters over from the cash register. “The usual then?”
“Yeah sure, why not,” you shrug. “Mix it up a little and throw a scoop of pistachio on there too, will you Sammy?”
“Only my wife gets to call me that, son,” he says, laughing as he shakes his head. “But sure, three scoops of mint chocolate chip and one of pistachio, coming right up. And for you, miss?”
She looks up at him briefly before pointing out the flavors. “One scoop of toffee, two of rocky road and… one of whatever that is back there!”
You can’t help but smile at how she’s been reduced to a kid in a candy store by ice cream of all things. Sam expertly serves up both cones in record time, and you pay for both them and your soda before heading back out to the street with Ruby. The two of you start to take a long stroll down the sidewalk as you enjoy your treat, taking in all the sights and sounds as you go. She’s looking to have a hard time with the four scoops, her thin yet long tongue lashing out at the frosty treat from a distance as she tries to avoid getting ice cream all over her snout fur. It’s something you take for granted now that you try to keep your beard limited to just stubble, but you know first hand how much of a pain it is to eat anything with some hair on your chin.
“Get a little carried away?” you ask, chuckling at how focused and careful she seems to be with eating it.
“Eat a dick,” she says, sticking her tongue out at you before getting back to work. “Not my fault the scoops are massive.”
“Could’ve asked,” you laugh as you continue walking around, stopping to do some window shopping every so often.
Once you’re about halfway down the road, you start to take notice of her normally upbeat expression faltering. You know for sure it’s not your fault as you’ve just been walking and watching for the last couple of minutes. You decide to pry a little bit in the form of small talk, wondering what’s eating at the girl.
“Don’t think I’ll ever get tired of coming here,” you sigh as you finish off the last remnants of your cone.
She takes a few more licks of her ice cream before responding. “Yeah? Why’s that?”
“Got a lot of good childhood memories of this place,” you say, smiling as you reminisce in your head. “Used to spend almost every day after school with friends here when it first got built.”
“Can’t say the same,” she says, chuckling nervously after taking a few licks from her cone. “Moved back here after they finished building it. Switching high schools was a pain in the arse though, let me tell ya.”
“Don’t envy you there,” you say, offering a sympathetic smile. “Know a friend who had to move from here and do the same. Was it rough?”
“It was pretty bad at first. Even though I moved back here at the start of the year, I’m kind of glad I did in the end,” she sighs, shrugging her shoulders a bit. “The school I came from was… less than great. Sucked having no friends here for a while though.”
“Have a hard time adjusting or..?” you ask. “Know a lot of the kids at my school gave anthro kids the cold shoulder.”
She breaks her gaze with you at your words, choosing to instead stare at the ground as the two of you walk.
“Don’t worry about it,” she mutters so quietly you can barely hear it.
There it is again, that telltale expression that lets you know something’s bothering her. You remember the promise you’d made yourself about prying, but it looks like she really needs to get something off her chest and you double down on your concern by shooting her a worried look.
“No really, tell me,” you say, and you slow down your walking in an effort to get her to come to a stop.
It works better than you expected, even if she’s still looking down at her feet. She looks anxious, and you can see her chest rising erratically as her breathing quickens.
“It’s… fine Mike, really,” she says, though with the way her nostrils are flaring you don’t believe her for a second. “Just… need a second is all.”
“Look, it’s only fair after you heard me out the other day,” you say, gently putting a hand on her back as you point towards a bench in the distance. “Come on, let’s go sit down for a second.” 
She flinches away from your touch and you decide to pull back as she reluctantly walks towards the bench with you. You let her sit down before you follow suit, scooting in slightly but still leaving her enough space so as to not put her even more on edge than she already looks to be.
“Seriously, what’s bugging you?” you ask, and you do your best to make eye contact despite her looking away.
“Just work being a pain in the arse,” she says, briefly glancing to the side and flashing you a weak smile before looking away again. “I’m fine, really.”
You know she’s hiding something else but even an idiot like you knows being that direct is an express ticket to a bad time. You put a hand on her shoulder again and you’re surprised when she doesn’t shy away.
“Look, I know you haven’t given you much reason to trust me, but you can,” you say, hoping some honesty might help crack her shell some. “I know I said I wouldn’t bug you about it, but I feel like I owe you one.”
She looks to you, and her gaze locks with yours again. “Mate, you don’t owe me anything. I did it because I wanted to. That’s what friends are for.”
“Your friends are lucky then,” you chuckle softly. “Seriously though, what’s the matter?”
“I’ll tell you, but it’s going to sound real stupid,” she says, her nervous chuckle only driving her words home. “Promise ya won’t laugh?”
You put a hand over your heart and smile. “Swear to god I won’t.”
She rolls an eye at your over the top display before lightly elbowing you in the ribs. “God, you’re such a dork.”
“Hey, I can’t help it. I was born this way,” you laugh, relieved at her willingness to open up. “Spit it out though, what is it?”
“You brought up school and well…” she says, a clawed hand rubbing at the back of her neck. “Got me worrying about dumb stuff again, is all.”
“Like what?” you ask, your curiosity beyond peaked at this point.
“Do you think I’m too short? Not like, regular short but like… freakishly short?” she mutters under her breath. “I can’t remember the last time I saw someone my age as short as me.”
“What kind of question is that?” you ask, almost relieved this isn’t about something more serious. “I already told you before your height suits you just fine, it’s cute. Besides, it’s not like it’s something you can control.”
She quickly breaks eye contact, and you swear you can see a hint of a blush peek through the thinnest part of her fur. “I want a real answer mate, none of that beating around the bush crap.”
You’re not sure how much more serious or honest of an answer you can give her, but you decide to humor her anyway. “Like what? I’m being honest.”
“If a girl my height asked you to dinner or something, what would you say to her?” she asks, and no sooner than the words leave her mouth you can see one of her large ears twitch. 
“I’d ask her where she wants to go,” you say, shrugging. “Height isn’t a big deal to me. There’s an appeal to all kinds.”
“You don’t really mean that,” she says. “Well… let me ask you this, what if two girls asked you on a date and one was tall and the other was my height? What would you say then?”
“If they were both equally attractive?” you ask. “The one that’s more fun to hang out with, I couldn't care less about height. Now let me ask you something. Why does it bother you so much?”
She sighs, rubbing at the back of her neck. “Fuck if I know mate, all the jokes get to you eventually, I guess…”
“Fuck em’, they’re missing out by not knowing you,” you laugh, hoping the words will lift her spirits.
“S-stop it…” she mutters, continuing to stare at the ground instead of you.
“What? I mean it, you’re pretty fun to hang out with,” you say, putting a hand on her shoulder. “Besides that, you’re a good listener and an even better friend.”
“You’re just saying that to cheer me up,” she says, reaching up to tuck an errant strand of hair behind a twitchy ear. “You barely even know me.”
“Doesn’t make what I’m saying any less true,” you counter, hoping you can get through to her. “What you did for me at the park is proof of that.”
“I don’t know mate…” she sighs and while for a brief moment it looks like she’s going to say something else, it never comes.
Just from a glance at her expression alone you can tell she desperately needs something to lift her spirits, but if your honeyed words and ice cream aren’t enough to pull her from her slump you don’t know what would be. The two of you sit in awkward silence as you mentally go through every possible option, something that yields no useful thoughts until you think back to something that you always did with Kelly. When she was feeling down, the only thing that without fail could cheer her up was holding her hand and telling her things were going to be alright. It’s a long shot, but maybe Ruby would respond similarly? The biggest difference in the situation being that you’d actually been dating then, and you didn’t know how Ruby would react to the physical contact, given a hand on her shoulder already has her flinching away.
‘Fuck it.’ you think to yourself. ‘Might as well go for broke, right? After all, desperate times call for desperate measures.’
You reach down while she’s distracted, and in one swift motion you take her furred hand into yours before interlocking fingers. The warmth radiating from it surprises you, the sensation that you can only compare to wearing a fuzzy mitten making goosebumps erupt from your forearms. Even though your fingers are connected, you leave your grip loose enough to let her pull away if she wants to. You mentally and physically brace for a slap or scream once she realizes what you’ve done, but to your surprise, it never comes. You watch as she glances down at her hand before looking up at you with a small scowl on her features.
“What. Are. You. Doing?” she asks, and you swear you can hear a low growl coming from her.
Her expression makes your confidence about your plan working falter a bit, but you press forward regardless. “Trying to get you to believe me.”
“Let. Go.” she says, barely pulling her hand away.
“Look, you can pull away whenever you want,” you say. “If I don’t care who sees us like this, then you shouldn’t care what other people think about your height.”
Her scowl only intensifies at your choice in words. “Not. Helping.”
“Okay listen, that sounded a lot better in my head,” you say, chuckling. “Look, how about I show you what I mean?”
“Fine…” she grumbles to herself as you start to stand up.
You get off the bench, your hands and fingers still intertwined as you continue walking down the street together. She’s seemingly given up on trying to pull her hand away from your grip after a while, paralyzed by the embarrassment of being seen holding hands with you. The apathetic look she’s putting on tells you that you aren’t out of the woods quite yet, but the twitching of her ears and flaring of her nose gives away her true feelings.
“What’s the point of all this, Mike?” she asks, glancing up and to the side to finally meet your gaze again. “What good is calling attention to us going to do?”
“I wanted to show you that people don’t care about this stuff nearly as much as you think they do,” you say, using your free hand to subtly point at the hordes of people walking down the same street. “People think anthro and human couples are weird, but do you see a single person staring or bothering us about it? They’re all too caught up in their own stuff to pay us any mind.”
“Pff, yeah right,” she mutters. “They’re just too afraid to say anything because you’re here. If you weren’t built like a brick shithouse they’d all be gawking.”
“I’m glad someone finally acknowledges it,” you say, and you can’t help but smile at her unintentional compliment.
“Don’t let it get to your head or anything, wanker...” she mumbles, though you can see the beginnings of a smile forming on her snout. 
You continue your stroll down the sidewalk, getting closer and closer outside the entrance to the mall proper, letting her set the pace as you continue to take in the surroundings.

  *****

You don’t know how to feel about what’s happening right now. It’s not like you’ve never held hands with a friend before, but something about this just feels so… different to all the other times. You can feel your heart racing as your breathing becomes heavier, and you pray to god that he doesn’t notice. Why are you even letting this happen? He’s going to think you’re some kind of airheaded ditz for going along with this without even the slightest bit of resistance. You feel a whirlwind of emotions, confusion, embarrassment, anger but above and perhaps the strangest of all, you feel… safe. Why exactly you feel so safe by his side, the side of someone you barely know, you have no idea. Sure he’s handsome and… maybe decently buff but… it’s something else entirely. How he has that habit of always going out of his way to try and cheer you up, how he’s willing to put up with your shit when most other people would've given up on you by now.
A million thoughts and questions fly through your head as you continue to walk by his side. Did he really not care about those times you lashed out at him? Or the time you’d confronted him outside his work and nearly mustered up the courage to hit him before calling him all sorts of names? The fact that he doesn’t seem to care or think less of you because of your height is a huge relief, but what does he think about you? Or your budding friendship? It didn't quite sink in until just now how good of a friend Mike is, and here you are, letting him slip away between your fingers due to your own doubts and hangups. Whatever this is… you don’t want to lose it over nothing. And while it might be difficult to do so, you make a promise to yourself to be less aggressive and abrasive. Even if it’s just around him and for his sake, since deep down you know someone as kind as him doesn’t deserve that kind of treatment. While you wouldn’t be caught dead admitting it to anyone, you can’t deny that it’s nice to have your hand held tight like this, even under the circumstances. It’d been a while since you’ve had any sort of physical contact even remotely close to this, your personality doing a fine job of scaring away everyone short of your closest friends. You take a few deep breaths as the two of you approach the fountain, fingers still tightly intertwined with his as you notice you've subconsciously tightened your grip on his hand. It’s concerning that it’s your first instinct, and you can feel your tail swaying to and fro, moving on its own accord and without your consent.
‘Is it weird that I don’t want him to let go?’ is the thought that plagues you the most.
The way his smooth skin feels against your fur is unlike anything else you’d felt before, and you fight the urge to shudder from the contrast. He continues to hold your hand tight but not uncomfortably so, his fingers occasionally shifting between yours as your fur tickles his bare skin. His large and rugged hand almost fully envelops yours at this point, and you feel a warmth comparable to wearing a pair of gloves. As much as you hate to admit it, you could really get used to the feeling. He finally says something as you reach the fountain, pulling you from your sensory induced stupor.

  *****

You fish a quarter from your pocket when you finally reach the fountain.
“Make a wish,” you say, handing her the coin.
She looks up at you, taking the coin before closing her eyes and tossing it into the water. “Done.”
“What’d you wish for?” you ask, a smile on your face now that she’s seemingly feeling better.
“It’s a secret,” she smiles, finally meeting your gaze again. “Won’t come true if I tell you, right?”
“You’re the worst, you know that?” you laugh. “You feeling better now?”
“A little bit, yeah,” she says. “Could use a bite to eat though, didn’t get a chance to grab lunch today.”
You’re more than a little surprised that she still hasn’t let go of your hand, but you don’t mind it in the slightest, unconsciously tightening your grip.
“I’m glad,” you smile, happy your little plan worked. “Let’s hit up the food court then.”
The two of you quickly make your way inside and somehow it’s even colder than it was outside, another shiver running down your spine.
‘At least my hands are warm,’ you think to yourself, shifting your fingers around to feel the sensation of her fur again. 
As the two of you make your way to the food court you can see her expression soften, Ruby seemingly back to her upbeat and energetic self as she window shops. You’re happy that you could help in the end and more than a little relieved she hadn’t freaked out at your sudden advances. You do wish she was a bit less eager to get to the food court though, since she’s practically dragging you by the hand as is. Once you get to your destination, you take in the strange beauty of the mall food court, a seemingly limitless amount of options before you. While none of them are particularly healthy, nobody in their right mind expects that from a food court.
“So… what do you want to get?” she asks.
“I’m kind of feeling Chinese food right now,” you say. “How about you?”
“Fine with me,” she says.
Your eyes scan all around and find not one but four different choices. “Yeah, but which one?”
“That one over there,” she says, pointing towards a sign that says ‘Chinese Gourmet Express’ which you somehow doubt is true. “One of my friends works there.”
She finally lets go of your hand, and you can’t resist the opportunity to make a tiny joke. “So much for wanting me to let go, huh?”
“Fuck you,” she says, but the small smile on her face betrays her words. “Let’s get going before I starve.”
“Lead the way,” you chuckle.
You walk up close to the counter and eye up the menu options while you wait for Ruby to do the same.
“Let me get some Lo Mein with the orange chicken, teriyaki and two egg rolls,” you tell the panda girl behind the counter. “Oh, and a large coke.”
If you’re going to have a cheat meal, you might as well make the most of it and go all out. After being served, you grab your tray and sit by the register waiting to pay for your order. You can see Ruby greeting the girl, though they’re talking so quietly you can’t make out anything they’re saying. Hell, you’re surprised they can even hear each other, but maybe it’s the sensitive anthro hearing you’ve heard so much about at work. Whatever the case, you start to notice a pattern of the panda sneaking brief glances at you as she speaks, Ruby also occasionally turning back to look at you with the faintest hint of what you swear is a blush peeking through the thinnest bits of her facial fur.
‘What the hell are they talking about?’ is the only thought running through your mind, your curiosity peaked by their expressions.
You try to scoot in a bit closer, but at your size it’s not exactly easy to eavesdrop without being blatantly obvious and you’re only able to hear snippets of their conversation as you inch close.
“You… him… a thing?” is the first coherent thing you can make out.
‘Oh,’ the thought hits you like a brick. ‘So that’s what they’re talking about.’
A devilish idea pops into your head, so much so that you can’t resist the urge to do it despite how horrible an idea it might be.
You saunter over to the pair, your tray in hand. “Hey sweetie, I’m gonna go sit down, alright? Just pay for me and I’ll spot you later.”
“Uh… sure,” is all Ruby manages to say before you turn around and start walking away in search of a place to sit. 
You’re most definitely going to live to regret that one later, but the opportunity was too good to pass, and you chuckle to yourself as you sit down. It seems you’re going to regret it sooner than you thought, and you watch Ruby fly at you like a missile. When she finally reaches the table, she slams her tray down.
“You. Fucking. Dick,” she says, lightly punching you in the arm.
You can’t help but grin at her words. “What’s wrong, sweetie?”
“Don’t give me that shit,” she says, a frown forming on her face as her eyes narrow. “Now she’s going to think I’m dating a human.”
“But you’re not,” you say, shrugging your shoulders. “And what’s so bad about dating humans anyways?”
She continues to glare at you. “You know what people think of anthro and human couples Mike, don’t play dumb. Can you just go tell her it was a joke, please?”
You can’t say no to that angry pout dotting her features. “Alright, look, if it really bothers you that much, I’ll tell her it was a joke after we eat, alright?”
“Fine,” she sighs before sitting down across from you. “Why do you have to go out of your way to make me look like a fuckwit?”
“Oh come on, it was funny,” you say, smiling even though she clearly doesn’t find the humor in it. “Besides, you’re adorable when you get all wound up, what more reason do I need?”
“Arsehole,” she mutters before taking the first forkful of her meal into her mouth.
You sit in silence as the two of you tear through your meals in record time, the cacophony of the crowded food court is oddly nostalgic and only brings back good memories. It even gives you an idea for what you can do next.
You shoot her a question between mouthfuls of food. “You want to catch a movie after this or something? Can at least save on the popcorn if we’re both stuffed.”
“Nah, I think I might go home in a little bit,” she says, picking at the last bits left in her styrofoam container. “Got a bunch of shit to do this weekend.”
“What, this early?” you ask in disbelief. “But we just got here. Besides, there’s tons of other shit we can do if you don’t feel like catching a movie.”
“Yeah?” she asks, raising an eyebrow. “Like what?”
You sit there for a second, trying to think of something else you can do together that’s fun, when it finally hits you. There’s a laser tag place that opened up not too long ago and from what you’d heard, they’d managed to snatch up a pretty large space.
“I’ve got it,” you say. “Two words, guess.”
“Air hockey?” she asks.
“Nope,” you smile. “Guess again.”
She thinks about it for what feels like a good minute before saying anything. “Alright, I give up. What is it?”
Your goofy grin only widens at her waving the white flag. “Laser tag.”
“Laser tag?” she chuckles. “What are you, twelve?”
“Look at Miss stick in the mud over here,” you say, downright appalled at the response. “You don’t like laser tag? How could you not? It’s fun as hell.”
“I don’t know, I’ve just… never got a chance to play it before,” she shrugs. “And from what I’ve seen it didn’t sound that fun to me.”
You can’t help but cock an eyebrow at her words. “Come on, you have to play. I can’t even believe people like you exist.”
“I don’t want to play,” she says, before taking a final bite of her food. “I’d probably be no good at it anyway.”
“That’s crazy talk, someone as quick as you with your stamina would kick ass at laser tag,” you say, hoping you can convince her.
“You’re just saying that, mate…” she says, and you can see the hint of a smile again.
“I mean it,” you say, looking her square in the eyes. “Seriously, you’re in better shape than I am.”
“Not exactly a challenge, Mike,” she laughs.
“Laugh it up all you want,” you say, shaking your head. “We’re playing though, it’s on me. Owe you for paying for the food anyway.”
“Can I at least think about it?” she asks. “It’s not even that late yet, we could do something else first.”
“Like what?” you ask.
“I need to pick up a gift for a coworker’s birthday,” she says. “No idea what to get em’ though.”
“How about this,” you say, resting your elbows on the table. “We play a few games of laser tag and then I’ll help you pick something out. I’ve got a good eye for gifts, or so I’ve been told.”
“Fine, fine,” she relents, the smile on her face bigger now. “Just one game though, alright?”
“Yeah, yeah,” you chuckle. “Same thing I tell myself every time I play too. You still want me to talk to your friend?”
“Can’t hurt, I guess,” she shrugs. “Sorry for getting on your case about it, I know it’s a joke but… well, you know how people can be with that stuff.”
You’re taken aback by the apology and it spurs you on to make things right. “It’s fine, I’ll go talk to her. Be right back.”
You can see the panda girl eyeing you from a distance as you make your way back to the counter, a huge smile on her face.
“Can I get you anything else, sir?”
“Ruby just wanted me to let you know we’re not actually… a thing,” you say. “I was just trying to mess around with her.”
The panda girl just winks at you. “Got it.”
You’re not sure she’s picking up what you’re putting down and you decide to repeat yourself. “No seriously, we’re just friends.”
She pouts at your words. “Really? The two of you looked so cute holding hands. You’d make a cute couple, no offense.”
The mention of the two of you being a couple nearly makes you choke on your own saliva and you can feel your cheeks start to burn from her blunt words.
“None taken,” you say, coughing a bit. “Wouldn’t be the first time I’ve heard that around her. You two known each other long?”
“I want to say… almost five years now, known her since high school,” she says. “I was honestly surprised to see her with a guy, she’s never been… very lucky with them.”
“Know why?”
“Other than her sailor mouth?” she asks. “No clue, but she hasn’t had a boyfriend, much less a guy friend that I know of since I first met her. Be good to her, alright?”
You give the girl a mock salute. “I’ll do my best, chief.”
“Hope so, she’s a good friend,” she says. “Name’s Lily, by the way.”
You reach over the counter to shake her hand. “Michael, but you can call me Mike if you want.”
“Would if I could,” she says, raising two gloved hands. “Hope to see you around again, Mike.”
“Likewise,” you say, waving in favor of your failed handshake. “Nice meeting you.”
You slowly walk back over to Ruby, not sure what to think of your little conversation with her friend. She’d seemingly cleared the table while you were gone, a gesture not lost on you.
“Crisis averted,” you say as you sit back down.
“What took you so long?” she asks, raising an eyebrow.
“She thought I was joking at first,” you chuckle. “Guess I’m just that good an actor. Anyway, you ready to kick some ass?” 
“I guess…” she says, and the two of you stand up together. “Feel bad for making you pay for me though.”
“Don’t worry about it,” you say. “You paid for my food didn’t you? Consider us even.”
She nods and the two of you make your way through the mall and towards where you thought the laser tag arena was. You have to stop at a mall kiosk to ask for directions, something you know Ruby’s not going to let you live down. Once you’re at the right place, you step inside the comparatively dark locale, your eyes bombarded by bright, strobing lights the moment you set a foot in the door. There’s a very bored looking teen manning the counter, and you can sympathize with the guy, working this late on a Friday night must be hell.
“How much for a game?” you ask.
He points at the sign behind him. “Five dollars a game, ten dollars for three or an unlimited day pass for twenty-five dollars.”
“I’ll take three games,” you say, and you can see Ruby silently protest at the mention.
You pay and he hands each of you three tokens, a vest and a tagger. After handing Ruby her equipment and pocketing your tokens, you quickly strap on the vest only to find out it’s a little too small on you. She seems to be having the opposite problem, the vest looking more like a dress on her tiny frame.
“Somehow I think we’ve got the wrong vests,” you laugh.
She laughs once she gets a good look at you. “Didn’t know they made bras for men.”
“Didn’t take you for the kind to wear dresses either,” you shoot back as you start taking off your vest.
Once you swap and safely strap your vests on, you head to the waiting area for the next game. As you wait, you figure it might be a good idea to give her a rundown on the basics of laser tag.
“Alright, so you’re mainly going to want to aim for any of the sensors on the vest,” you say, pointing at all the different zones on the vest. “But it helps if you shoot their gun, disables it for a good bit.”
“How do I know if my gun got disabled?” she asks. “Anything else I should know?”
“Trust me, you’ll know by the vibration,” you say, reaching for her tagger. “So you see this light here? Whenever you need to reload it’ll turn red, and all you have to do is smack this button on the side when that happens.”
Shortly after the game ends, the referee comes out to the waiting area to give everyone present a quick rundown on the rules before collecting a token from each person.
“Alright, so we’ve got eight people, go ahead and split into two teams of four,” he shouts to make sure everyone can hear over the music.
You and Ruby link up with another nearby couple and you wait for further instructions.
“First team to twenty tags wins, if you get tagged walk back to the starting area and then come back in if you still have lives,” the referee says. “Each player has five lives. Any other questions before we start?”
Ruby and everyone around you shakes their heads in unison.
“Alright, everyone follow me,” the ref says.
Once inside the play area proper, you realize the arena is a lot larger than you’d anticipated, looking like one of those training areas swat teams use. A brief look up shows a catwalk overhead for the referees to oversee the match without interrupting. It’s extremely dark though, and the only illumination in the whole place comes from your taggers and the flashing, neon lights strewn around the arena. You gaze down at Ruby, who looks incredibly nervous.
“You good?” you ask.
She looks up at you, flashing you an uneasy smile. “Yeah, just worried I’m going to be dead weight.”
“Don’t sweat it, you’ll be fine,” you say, putting a hand on her shoulder. “Can’t be any worse than my first time, got two tags in four lives.”
“We’ll see about that,” she chuckles. “Least I’ll be harder to hit than you.
The referee starts counting down from ten and both you and Ruby get into a position to sprint out into the arena. “Go!”
With an explosive dash, you quickly slide into cover behind some stacked tires, Ruby following close behind. Each of you occasionally peek out from behind your cover on different sides, waiting for someone you can tag to pass by. You look over at her and see her pointing overhead towards the right, and you take it as a sign that someone’s coming. Being careful to be as quiet as possible, you sneak out of cover and make your way into the makeshift room nearby in an effort to get around and ambush them. You sit quietly beneath the single windowsill in the room, watching the entrance like a hawk as you listen for footsteps. It’s not long before you hear the sound of nearby footsteps and when they get close, you pop up and tag them.
“Out!” the ref shouts from above.
Soon after that, Ruby joins you inside, following close behind you like a lost puppy. You both slowly make your way deep into the enemy team’s lines, and she watches your back as you clear each individual room, both of you managing to tag some people as you go. Everything is going well when suddenly your tagger begins to vibrate as you step out of a room.
“Fuck, out!” you say, raising your hand as you walk back towards the spawn room.
You can’t help but smile when you Ruby nail the guy who’d gotten you. The moment you step foot in the starting room you turn to run straight back into the action, and halfway there you notice Ruby making her way back to the spawn room.
“Dickhead got me from behind,” she says as she continues walking. “Give em’ hell.”
You can’t help but grin as you continue making your way back to the frontline. “I plan on it.”
Both teams continue trading blows as time goes on and you’re down to only three lives after getting pinched by the opposing team without any backup. Looking at the score indicator on your tagger reveals the scores are neck and neck, your other teammates down to one and two lives respectively. While they’d managed to score a few tags here and there, they were bleeding lives like nobody’s business. You can see Ruby using her height to full advantage even from behind the small wall you’re huddled behind, the tiny kangaroo leaning out from behind a short metal barrel to tag anyone unaware or brave enough to come into her line of sight. Out of the corner of your eye you can see someone sneaking their way behind her, and you sprint out from cover to tag them, getting tagged yourself in the process. Both you and her are down to just two lives each with the opposing team having five left spread out among three people. While you know it’s going to be incredibly difficult to pull out a win, if you stick together with her it’s still possible. You try to find Ruby as you head back into the arena, hoping she hasn’t gotten tagged out again. You quietly round a corner and get a tag on someone who had his back turned to you, quickly slinking off before one of his teammates notices you. You sigh as you look down at the scoreboards, despite your best efforts you’re still outnumbered, each of your three opponents still having a single life to their name. As you continue to skulk around the dark corridors you can’t see a single sign of her despite your tagger telling you she still has two lives left. You round another corner, suddenly feeling something tug at your sleeve and you quickly turn to try and tag them before they get you. You’re relieved to find it’s just Ruby trying to pull you into cover, though your finger damn near just pulled the trigger on her out of reflex.
“So what’s the game plan?” you ask in a low whisper.
She puts a finger to her lips then taps one of her ears in response. You figure she’s telling you to be quiet, though you can’t be certain. This room she’d decided to hole up is particularly open, with two entryways and two windows that could easily be peeked through. You silently split up the work, each of you watching one side of the room as you crouch down low on opposite sides, using the darkness to your advantage. You sit in absolute silence and stillness, waiting for even the slightest hint that might indicate someone is coming. After what feels like several minutes, you hear someone approaching your doorway, Ruby seemingly picking up on it as she turns to face your door in anticipation. The second he comes through you both blast him, and you can see the satisfaction in her grin. It’s short lived though, since not even five seconds later both of your taggers begin to vibrate, the rest of his teammates getting the drop on you from the other entry you’d briefly neglected to cover.
“Damn it!” you curse. “Out!”
“Fuckin’ agro cunts!” she spits out, equally frustrated. “Out!”
You head back to your spawn room together, trying to come up with a game plan you could use to win the match. It’s still neck and neck, both teams down to two participants and two lives each, the next encounter surely deciding the outcome of the game. You take a moment to try and get some semblance of a strategy discussion going with Ruby before heading back into the arena. 
“So, what do you want to do?”
“How about we em’ a taste of their own medicine?” she asks, a smile on her face. “You bait them like they did with their teammate and I pop out and tag them both.”
“Wait, why do I have to be the bait?” you say, frowning even though her plan is solid.
“You’re a bigger target than me,” she says. “Besides, I think I’m a better shot than you anyway.”
“Yeah, okay,” you say, rolling your eyes a bit. “Where do you want me to bait them to?”
“Remember that barrel I hid behind before?” she asks. “Bring them around there and I’ll take care of the rest.”
A quick glance down at your gun tells you Ruby is outscoring you this match, six tags to your four. “Alright, I’ll do it. Ready to go?”
“Go,” she says, nodding as the two of you start to move.
 The two of you take off towards the center of the Arena, Ruby stopping to crouch behind the metal barrel, trying her best to stay as low to the ground as possible. She gives you a quick nod and you take it as a sign to venture forward into enemy lines, doing your best not to get caught out as you move. If you’re going to be bait, you might as well be effective bait and you figure making some noise might be a good idea, banging your fist against the nearest wooden wall before hiding behind a corner. You keep peeking out every so often until the faint light coming off a tagger catches your eye, exposing yourself just enough so he knows you’re there but not enough that he can tag you. As soon as you see him turn, you start sprinting over to where Ruby had told you she’d be waiting and you can hear the pitter-patter of footsteps following close behind.
God, you hope she knows what she’s doing.
You quickly reach the spot where she wanted to meet up at but she’s nowhere to be seen or heard, and you quickly duck behind cover as the duo approaches you.
‘Did she mean another barrel? Did you come to the wrong place?’ you think to yourself, but you have little time to entertain the thoughts as the sounds of footsteps grow closer and closer.
You pop up from the left side of your cover and manage to tag one of their guns, sprinting to the next set of cover as quickly as you can before his buddy can follow up. While you’re still in a tight spot, at least you have a moment of reprieve before it becomes a two on one situation again.
‘Where the hell is she?’ you think to yourself as you briefly peek around the cover. ‘I’m not going down without a fight.’
“Come out, come out, wherever you are,” they taunt as they approach.
You sit still for a short time before popping out from behind cover again, managing to tag one before your gun’s vibration lets you know you’ve lost your last life. You’re almost upset with yourself for a moment, but what you see next is nothing short of amazing, Ruby popping up from the inside of the metal drum and tagging the last enemy in the back.
The guy looks up at the ref, a look of pure disbelief on his face. “Oh come on, how is that fair?”
The referee just shrugs from his cozy position atop the catwalk. “There’s no rule against it, you’re out. Blue team wins!”
“Bullshit,” he says, starting the long walk of shame back to his spawn room.
You run over to Ruby, helping her out of the drum and pulling her into a quick but tight hug before hoisting her into a sitting position on your shoulder.
“You know, you had me worried for a second there,” you say, a huge smile on your face.
“Put me down Mike, this is embarrassing,” she says as she holds on for dear life. “I feel like I’m going to fall.”
“Relax, I’m not going to let that happen,” you say as you tighten your grip to reassure her. “And why? You carried our team to victory, only fair I carry you, no?”
You start to chant her name, shaking a fist as you make your way back to the spawn room. “Ruby! Ruby! Ruby!”
She starts laughing at your cheering. “Have I ever told you… how much of a dork you are?”
“Not enough times to get me to stop being one, apparently,” you say before continuing your chant.
Once you reach the starting room, you set her back down again, taking your equipment off and heading over to the counter to hand it back in. Looking at her white pants, you notice an orange stain, one you can only assume came from climbing into the rusty drum.
“You’ve got something on your pants there,” you say, pointing at the stain.
“Shit, I just washed these the other day,” she curses. “Ah, whatever. At least we won.”
You hold one of your remaining tokens between your fingers. “Guess we’ll save these for another time then?”
“And who said I wanted to play again?” she asks, though the smile plastered on her face betrays her words.
“Admit it, you had fun,” you say, pointing at the scoreboard on the wall. “Hell, you even managed to outgun me on your first time.”
“Just dumb luck,” she mutters. “It… was kind of fun though, can’t lie.”
“You still going to buy that birthday present for your coworker?” you ask.
“Shit, I almost forgot. If there’s enough time left still, yeah,” she says. “I was thinking about maybe getting her some jewelry, what do you think?”
You take a quick glance at your watch. “Not a bad idea, but if you’re going to buy something make it quick, place closes in twenty minutes.”
The two of you practically sprint out of the laser tag place and beeline for a nearby jewelry store, getting there in the nick of time. You walk around the store and quickly weigh your options as the annoyed looking worker silently judges the two of you.
“I can’t decide, Mike,” she says, and you can see her eyes scanning the displays.
“Well, what kind of jewelry does she normally wear?” you ask.
She thinks about it for a second as she continues to search for a gift. “Earrings and sometimes a pendant, why?”
“Get her a bracelet then, she’ll probably like it,” you say. “Besides, it’ll go well with the other stuff.”
Ruby points out a simple silver bracelet to the worker, who quickly boxes it up before wrapping it with a small gift bow. You can’t help but notice her eyeing a different gold necklace as this is happening, and you make a mental note of it. She pays for the bracelet and apologizes to the worker for coming in near closing time before you both start making your way towards the mall’s exit. There’s something oddly nostalgic about walking the near empty mall, the sounds of shutters closing all around you only adding to it. It brings you back to the times you and your friends would spend entire Saturdays being mall rats. The first thing you notice when you step outside is how cold it is compared to just a few hours ago, and you start to shiver a bit. For a night you expected to spend alone, things had turned out pretty well and you’d spent some quality time with Ruby, ate some good food and overall had a great time. There’s not much more you can ask for, given it’s probably the best night out you’ve had in ages.
Despite all that, one question above all others continues to linger in the back of your mind. What the hell is this friendship of yours? It’s unlike any other you’ve had before, especially with how it feels like you’ve known each other for a decade in such a short span of time. You feel closer to a couple than friends, but without all the stress that accompanies a typical relationship. It makes you feel like you’re making the same mistakes you’ve made before, and the rational part of your brain tells you you’re already getting too attached and too close. You’ve only known her for a few days and you're already scared you've caught feelings for her, but even if all your worries are somehow perfectly logical, it’d feel wrong to just push her away. You can’t quite put your finger on what those feelings are, but there’s something there that your fear prevents you from exploring further and god forbid, acting on it.
Ruby’s voice temporarily dispels your worries and you glance down to see what the smiling kangaroo wants.
“Mike, it’s… f-freezing out here, can you…” she mutters, her teeth chattering. “...Can you warm up my h-hands, please?”
With how thick her coat of fur seems to be at a glance you didn’t think temperature would be a problem for them. Maybe it’s just because their hands have less fur?”
“Uh… Sure,” you say, a bit surprised by her request. “Of course, give em’ here.”
She reaches out and you take both her hands into yours and start kneading them. Immediately you can tell she wasn’t lying about the cold, her hands icy to the touch. Her fur tickles at your skin as you give an impromptu massage with your hands that, as far as you know, aren’t much warmer in the slightest. It’s a sensation you’re not sure you’ll ever get used to, but you do it for her.
“Better?” you ask once you’re sure you’ve done a decent job at warming her up.
“A little,” she smiles, and you can both see and hear her teeth chattering as she shivers violently. “Y-you mind holding them so they don’t get c-old again, please? Just until… we get to the c-car.”
You can’t help but grin at the request considering how she acted when you did the same earlier, though you’re not cruel enough to deny her request. 
“Yeah, I can do that,” you say, your grin widening at her words.
You tightly grip her furred hand and interlock your fingers for the second time tonight, continuing down the parking lot towards your car. While the thin layer of fur warms your own hands, the way it tickles at your palms makes you want to loosen your grip, though you suppress the urge. Despite how the bitter night’s cold is affecting her, she seems oddly content, and you can see a hint of a smile on her as you walk hand in hand. Maybe you’re just being hasty with all your worrying. 
‘Things are going to be fine, right?’ you think to yourself.
One worry is more prevalent than the rest right now, and you hope she doesn’t notice the goosebumps on your arms, a sure giveaway that you’re enjoying this just a bit too much, and something you wouldn’t be able to lie your way through. If she’s noticed, she certainly doesn’t say anything, the roo taking a few glances down at her shopping bag. After a few minutes of walking you finally make it back to your car, opening the passenger side door for her and letting go of her hand as she hops inside. You follow suit and jump into the driver’s seat before speeding off towards her house, knowing the route by memory now.
“So, you still think the gym was a better choice?” you ask, a smug, satisfied grin tugging at the corner of your mouth.
“No…” she begrudgingly admits. “...but I do still think you’re a wimp for skipping a workout. I had a good time though.”
“Nothing wrong with skipping a workout every now and then,” you say, still feeling the soreness in your legs when you press down on the pedals. “I’m glad you had fun though. I did too.”
You pull up to the spot you usually drop her off at. “So, see you tomorrow morning.”
“Bright and early, don’t forget,” she says, wagging a finger in your direction. “Don’t make me drag you to the park.”
“How could I?” you ask, chuckling. “My alarm sure as hell doesn't take days off, and I'm half scared I'll find you waiting in my living room if I try to skip out. Don't worry, I won't miss it.”
What she does next takes you by surprise, Ruby leaning over to hug you tightly and you awkwardly drape an arm around her back in an attempt to return the sudden hug. You can’t help but freeze up at the gesture, your brain rebooting at the sudden physical contact leaving you unsure of how to proceed. She looks up mid hug and the look in her eyes makes your heart skip a beat.
“Thanks for everything tonight, Mike,” she says, your heart suddenly deciding to work overtime to make up for the skipped beat, something you hope she doesn’t realize. “I… really needed this.”
You stammer out a response, instinct taking over in the absence of your brain. “N-no problem. I’m… glad I helped?”
‘Nice going, Casanova,’ you think to yourself as you cringe inwardly. ‘Really turning the charm up to eleven with that line.’
The embrace goes on for what feels like another minute, possibly the single longest one of your life, but the sensation of her fur on your cold, bare skin makes up for all the tension and awkwardness you’re feeling. When she finally breaks away, all your confused self can do is stare into those alluring amber pools until she finally gets out of the car. She waves at you once she’s a ways away from your car, and you stick around until you see her safely enter her apartment. The drive home gives you a lot of time to think over a few things you’d been meaning to do, cruising through the near empty streets serving as the perfect backdrop for organizing your thoughts. Despite your best efforts, you still haven’t found a date for the favor you agreed to do for Kevin, something you’d have to rectify over the weekend. Your car was also due for an oil change and a bit of maintenance, especially given the downright concerning noises you’ve heard coming from it throughout the week. Most importantly, you’re not exactly sure what to think about what happened not five minutes ago, the mixed signals you were getting from her leaving you downright puzzled. It’s not a surprise that you’re having trouble figuring her out, but one tidbit stands above everything else you’ve learned about her so far. You think about what her friend in the food court said about her not having a boyfriend in high school. It's definitely odd that someone as attractive as her hasn’t had one or two guy friends, unless... nah, there's no way. Admittedly you’re not the best at picking up on hints, but there’s no way Ruby’s batting for the other team, is there? Nothing else Ruby mentioned would even come close to implying it, but maybe you could talk to Lily again if you somehow ran into her again? The fact that you were even a little worried about her not being on the same team makes some uncomfortable thoughts surface, and you bite down on your lip a bit as you reach towards the car's console, taking a long, deep breath to calm yourself down. You turn on the music player and let shuffle take you on a journey for the rest of your short drive home, the melody distracting you from your train of thought. 
Once home, you toss your clothes into a pile and you practically barge into your bathroom to take a quick hot shower before bed. While you’re not hungry thanks to your Chinese food binge at the mall, you’re also not in the mood to do much else at such a late hour, and you head into your bedroom to grab some much needed rest. You jump into the bed and throw the sheets over yourself. For what feels like the first time in ages, you feel comfortable and manage to settle in without much tossing and turning, happy memories of the day’s events dancing about in your head as you start to doze off.
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  Why did you let Ruby convince you this is a good idea? It’s without a doubt, the most risqué thing you’ve ever done in public. All you can do is cross your fingers and pray nobody is within earshot to hear what you and Ruby are doing behind these flimsy, cardboard-thin walls.


  “That jacket would look a whole lot better on the floor than on you, you know that?” she asks, trailing a clawed finger down the set of buttons. 


  You almost choke on your own spit upon hearing her words. “D-do you even know what you’re saying?”


  She stares up at you, confusion in her eyes. “Yeah, it’s fuckin’ ugly, hurry up and take it off already.”


  You’re not sure how to respond, and no matter how you try to position or angle yourself to better fit in the tight hole, you’ve made little in the way of progress. “Fuck, why is this so hard?”


  Whatever trace of her initially excited expression was left mere moments ago is now gone, replaced with a bored and seemingly unamused look. “Look mate, you’ve been trying to shove it in there for almost ten minutes now, just give it a rest already.”


  “I’m not giving up that easy,” you reply as you attempt to push in once more. “It’s going to fit, trust me. Just… gotta…”


  Despite her words, you continue trying to force your arm into the jacket sleeve, and you can feel and hear the fabric give way as it rips.


  “Now look at what you’ve done, you fuckwit!”


  You quickly look down to your side and curse under your breath when you see the massive gash you’d made in the material. “Goddamn it, now I have to pay for it.”


  She shakes her head knowingly. “Told you it wasn’t going to fit.”


  You’ve never particularly enjoyed shopping for new clothes, and making a fool out of yourself in front of Ruby only helps cement your mixed feelings on it. On one hand, it's nice having something new and well-fitting to wear, but the hassle always left you putting it off until the absolute last minute every time it became a necessity. Unfortunately, the favor Kevin had asked of you was one of these times, since you’re not exactly keen on showing up under-dressed to a fancy dinner date. Whatever formal clothes you have stuffed in your closet at home are nowhere near appropriate attire for such an occasion, most of it either no longer fitting you properly or so outdated that it’d be an embarrassment to wear.


  So here you are, crammed into a tiny department store dressing room with a girl you haven’t even known for a week. You’d had the bright idea to ask her to tag along for a second opinion while you tried on some dress shirts and jackets, not entirely trusting your own fashion sense. The attendant didn’t seem to mind that the two of you were going in the same dressing room, though much to your annoyance, they checked in surprisingly often to make sure you weren’t up to no good.


  “Sir, everything alright in there?” you hear the attendant ask through the paper thin door.


  “Yeah, everything’s fine,” you call out, hesitating for a moment as you look down at the torn clothing. “Just some… technical difficulties.”


  “If you need anything, just give me a shout,” the attendant replies, and you can hear them walking back to their station.


  You turn your attention to the kangaroo quietly snickering at your side.


  “So, how are you going to explain the ripped jacket that was clearly too small for you?”


  You start to take off the now ripped garment, handing it off to Ruby. “Look, if I wanted someone acting like my mom along to help me out, I would’ve called her instead.”


  “Hey, you’re the one who rang me up asking for help, cunt!” Ruby exclaims, lightly poking at your chest with her free hand as she speaks, your response seemingly striking a nerve. “I could be at home sleeping in or working out right now if you hadn’t rang me up begging for help.”


  You can’t help but roll your eyes at that last bit, though you feel a slight pang of guilt for throwing a wrench into her plans. “Oh come on, it was *not* begging.”


  “Says you. I know what I heard, dork,” she smugly smiles, taking the jacket in hand and folding it neatly before placing it in a separate pile. “Hurry up and try something else on so we can get out of here, it feels like I’m in a sauna right now.”


  “Hey, if you didn’t want to come along all you had to do was say no,” you say, eyeing the pile of clothes until something catches your eye. “I wasn’t going to force you to.”


  You begin undoing the buttons on your dress shirt before quickly coming to the realization that you don’t have anything on underneath. “You want to turn around for a second?”


  A confused look flashes over her features, quickly changing to one of embarrassment when it sinks in what you meant. “For what? You think I haven’t seen a human’s chest before?”


  “Yes,” you say matter-of-factly as you try to gauge her reaction by her expression.


  All you earn for your troubles is a glare, though you swear you saw her ears twitching. 


  “Just hurry up and change your shirt already,” she says as she leans back against one of the walls. “It’s nothing I haven’t seen at the beach before, mate.”


  In an attempt to call her bluff, you lock eyes with hers as you slip on the new dress shirt, tensing your arm and chest muscles, slowly doing up the buttons to give her a show. 


  You can’t help but smile as you watch her gaze dance over your torso, seemingly hypnotized by the sight. “What’s the matter? See something you like?”


  “N-no, just finish putting on the shirt already, arsehole,” she says, averting her gaze as a rosy blush shines through the thinner fur of her ears. “Don’t feel like being crammed in here with you all day.”


  “Hey, I did say you could wait outside if you wanted,” you say before turning to admire yourself in the mirror. “How’s this one look on me?”


  “It’s nice, but don’t you think it might be a biiit too small?” she laughs, running her hands over the breast of your shirt to smooth out the wrinkles. “Seriously mate, if you bend down or flex in that thing, you’re liable to take someone’s eye out.”


  You reach down to pick up the black blazer she’d picked out for you before quickly throwing it on. “Something tells me you just want to see me try more shirts on. What do you think of this though?”


  “Hmm,” she pauses before giving you an up and down glance. “I think it suits you, but not with that shirt.”


  She starts to rummage through one of the piles for a moment before handing you yet another dress shirt. “Here, try this one on. I think it’ll look a lot better with that blazer.”


  The corner of your lower lip tightens to form a smirk, looking down at the diminutive kangaroo as you reach to undo the buttons once more. “You going to turn around this time or are you going to keep enjoying the free show?”


  “Oh, fuck you,” she says before covering her eyes, though the smile on her face tells you she’s enjoying the back and forth. “Go on then.”


  “No peeking,” you tease, quickly unbuttoning and tossing the shirt aside before tossing on another. “Alright, you can look now. So, what do you think? Better?”


  She uncovers her eyes and looks you up and down before speaking. “It doesn’t look like you’re going to hulk out this time, so it’s a start.”


  “I’ll take that as a compliment,” you grin. “Now I just need to try on all these dress pants. You should uh, probably wait outside.”


  “I uh, yeah- sure, I’ll uh- wait outside for you then, that’s a… good idea,” she says, tripping over her words as she awkwardly shuffles past you to leave.


  You start to speak again, stopping her dead in her tracks for a moment as she turns to listen. “Unless you’re looking to shell out for the private dance, that is.”


  She flips you the bird over her shoulder as she leaves the dressing room, but you can still see the barest hint of a smile on her face. “Ass.”


  You breathe out a sigh of relief as she finally leaves you to your own devices, quickly stripping down to your boxers. You’re grateful it was painless to convince her to leave because the particularly tight pair of boxer briefs you’d chosen to wear today would’ve meant giving her quite the eyeful otherwise. Even if she had chosen to stay, there’s no doubt in your mind that she wouldn’t be able to resist peeking between her fingers.


  You opt to throw on the black dress slacks first, figuring it’d match the blazer she’d picked out for you. Once you get a good look at yourself in the mirror from every conceivable angle, you have to admit she has a pretty good eye for fashion, considering you look incredibly sharp in the little ensemble. After making some minor adjustments, you walk out of the dressing room and assume a formal pose, stuffing your hands down your pants pockets.


  “So, what do you think?”


  She slowly circles you like a shark in chummed waters, closely examining every aspect of your getup, adjusting your sleeves and smoothing out every wrinkle in the fabric that she can catch. If you didn’t know any better, you’d think she was just using them as an excuse to cop a feel, a suspicion only confirmed when you feel her hands start to linger around your arms and chest. You’d be lying if you said the attention didn’t fill you with some much needed confidence.


  “I think it looks good, though you should probably try on the other ones just in case,” she says, slowly nodding. “Never hurt to keep your options open.”


  “You’re the expert here,” you say before heading back inside and quickly changing into the gray pair of dress slacks.


  Once back outside, you assume the same pose as before. “Better or worse?”


  “Honestly, I think those look better with the black blazer, mate,” she says, stepping forward to adjust your shirt again. “Yeah, definitely does.”


  “Alright, guess I’ll go with these then,” you say, glancing down at your getup once more. “Don’t want to keep you here too much longer if you have places to be.”


  “I actually don’t mind being here that much…” she says, a furred hand quickly shooting up to sheepishly scratch at the back of her head. “Look, I’m sorry if I came off like a bit of an impatient arsehole earlier. Honestly didn’t mean anything by it.”


  “Don’t sweat it, I’m thankful that you came all this way to help me out,” you say with a smile. “Should probably go get changed though, I’m dying to get out of here.”


  She silently nods and steps aside to let you back into the dressing room. You quickly change back into your street clothes before collecting and folding all the strewn about clothing, Ruby offering to carry the stuff you’re dead set on buying. As you walk past the attendant on your way to the register, you hand him the clothes you didn’t want. Some part of you really doesn’t want to pay for the torn jacket because of how heavy the hit to your wallet will be, but deep down you know it’s the right thing to do. You explain the situation to the cashier and while you don’t have to pay full price for the torn item, you just about have a stroke when you see the total. Nearly two hundred dollars for clothes you’re maybe going to wear once. If you’re lucky, you’ll get to use them again at a future job interview. Well, if you ever get a callback for an interview, anyways.


  As the two of you walk out of the store you hear Ruby speak up.


  “So, what do you even need those clothes for, anyways?” she asks, looking down and nodding towards the bag in your hand. “Planning on going to a wedding or something?”


  “Ah, just something I got roped into doing for a friend, nothing major,” you say, shrugging as you continue to wander the mall together.


  “Oh yeah, like what?” she asks, tilting her head as she focuses her gaze on yours. 


  You clear your throat before deepening your voice as best you can to respond. “Sorry ma’am, but I’m afraid that’s classified information.”


  She can’t help but laugh at your choice of words. “Mike, ice cream dealer by day, international man of mystery by night.”


  “Why are you laughing?” you ask, looking down at her as you walk side by side. “How do you know it’s not true?”


  “Let me put it this way, mate,” she says. “You’d be the first secret agent to get circles run around you by a woman.”


  “Oh come on, that’s not even fair,” you whine in protest. “I got almost no sleep the night before and on top of that, you’ve got pogo sticks for legs, literally made for running.”


  You quickly realize the importance of the words you’d just let slip, shutting up in the hopes that she wouldn’t pick up on it. It’s unreasonable to think she’d put two and two together and realize exactly why you slept terribly that night, but that doesn’t stop you from worrying about it.


  “All I’m hearing is excuses,” she says, gently elbowing your side. “Bet you slept like a baby with how much of a sweat you were working up that day. So, what’s next on the agenda?”


  “Was planning on spending the rest of the day working on the old junker,” you smile. “Though I did want to grab a quick bite to eat first.”


  “Mind if I tag along? Been meaning to learn how to do that stuff on my own,” she asks, her stomach audibly grumbling. “Skipped breakfast too, so I wouldn’t mind taking you up on the food thing, either.”


  “You want to just grab something from the food court or head somewhere else?” you ask, stopping at one of the information boards. “I’m game for just about anything right now.”


  “How about we grab pizza at Sammy’s again?” she asks, her ear twitching as she rubs at the back of her neck. “If it’s not too far from your house, that is.”


  “Nah, it’s actually pretty close, and pizza does sound pretty good right about now,” you say. “I’m only on, my what… fourth cheat meal this week?”


  She rolls her eyes as she shakes her head. “I’m glad our morning jogs are being put to such good use.”


  “Let’s get going before I change my mind,” you laugh, a smile tugging at the corner of your mouth.


  The two of you make your way towards the exit, walking through the mall at a brisk pace. You can’t help but be a little surprised that she’s willing to spend her Saturday morning tagging along on your errands, but you’re not going to complain about having some company. With clothes for your dinner date out of the way, you’re dead set on spending the rest of the day making sure your car isn’t going to break down on the way there. Only one more thing left to knock out on your mental checklist for the future and that’s… finding a date to bring along. It’s proving to be a difficult task and not for lack of trying either, considering you’d pitched the idea to just about every woman you still keep in contact with. All that effort only to get a couple of “maybe’s” in return felt downright discouraging. You’d be lying if you said Ruby wasn’t coming up more frequently in your head as a potential option, the pressure to find someone mounting with each passing day. It’s not that she’s a bad choice or anything but at the same time asking someone you’ve barely known for a few days if they want to go on a double date sounds like a recipe for disaster. Then again, considering you’re almost thinking about asking strangers off Tinder the same thing, your excuses don’t exactly hold up to scrutiny. Despite still entertaining the idea in the back of your head, you’d promised yourself that you’d only ask her as a last resort.


  “Goddamn it,” she says, the sound of quietly chattering teeth pulling from your thoughts. “Why is it so c-cold today?”


  You’d been so lost in your own head that you barely even noticed you’d left the mall, quickly making your way towards the parking lot.


  “What, you want me to hold your hand again?” you say, a smirk forming on your features. “Or was that just a one time thing?”


  “Bet you’d like that, wouldn’t you?” she mock scoffs before a similar expression appears on her face. “Unfortunately for you, I came prepared this time.”


  “Oh yeah?” you ask.


  You can’t help but stare to your side in curiosity as she starts to lift up the hem of her shirt, reaching into what you can only assume is a pocket or pouch of sorts, pulling out a pair of fuzzy black gloves from within. It’s such an odd sight that you abruptly come to a standstill, Ruby turning to face you once she realizes you’re no longer walking by her side.


  “Mike?” she asks.


  “Did you just-” you say, almost speechless at what you’d just seen her do.


  “Did I what?” she asks, looking even more confused than you right now. “You alright, Mike?”


  You continue staring with your dumbfounded expression until you regain the ability to speak. “Wuh- Where did you get those gloves from?”


  “What do you mean where’d I get them from? Just pulled them from my po-” she says, a look of surprise in her eyes. “Wait, do you… not know we have pouches?”


  “What? It’s not like I’ve ever met a kangaroo anthro before,” you say almost defensively as you try and process this new information. “What else do you keep in there?”


  She cocks her head before glaring at you. “I’m not telling you that!”


  “Why not?” you ask, surprised at her reaction. “Come on, you can’t just tell me something like that and then not answer any questions. Is it like a pocket or something? How much room do you have in there?”


  “There’s room enough,” she mutters, ears twitching as that telltale blush shines through again. “Now s-stop asking stupid questions and start moving, I'm f-freezing to death over here.”


  “Is it at least warm in there?” you ask, half hoping you don’t get socked in the arms for your curiosity. “Sorry, I’m just having trouble picturing what it’d be like to have a front pocket that’s… part of you.”


  She walks towards you before grabbing you by the forearm, making a half hearted attempt to wordlessly drag you towards the parking lot. “It’s warm enough, now come on.”


  You can’t help but come up with more questions to ask her as you give in and start trudging towards your car. “So why don’t you just keep your hands in there instead? Then you wouldn’t need to carry around a pair of gloves, right?”


  She shakes her head at the question and sighs. “That’s like me asking you why you don’t keep your hands down your drawers to give your nads some company, mate.”


  “Yeah, but you don’t have anything in there like we do, right?” you ask. “If you’re not going to use it, then can I keep my hands in there when it gets cold?”


  She turns beet red at your question, letting go of your forearm to start speed walking away from you. You quickly burst into a light sprint to catch up to the kangaroo.


  “What?” you ask, walking alongside her as you try to keep up with her pace. “Was it something I said?”


  She avoids your gaze, a tinge of blush still visible in her inner ears. “Yes. Can you please drop it now, Mike?”


  “Alright, alright, I’m sorry,” you say, raising both your hands in mock surrender. “...You’re not mad at me, are you?”


  “No mate,” she sighs out, finally looking up to meet your stare. “It’s just… kinda a weird thing to ask, ya’ know?”


  You’re not entirely sure what to make of her reaction, not knowing much about anthro kangaroos or even most anthros in general. It’s shocking that you’d somehow never noticed her having a pouch before, though that much you could chalk up to your intense focus on her… other assets.


  “Sorry, guess I really don’t know as much about you guys as I thought I did,” you say, offering what you hope is an apologetic smile. “Hell, you’re probably the first anthro I can really call a friend.”


  She looks almost surprised by your words. “Really? And no offense, but you seem like exactly the type of guy that would have a whole lot of anthro friends.”


  “And why’s that?” you ask, cocking an eyebrow.


  “What, you really don’t know?” she asks, shooting you a puzzled look. “Let’s just say you guys are really popular with some anthros as of late, or so I’ve been told.”


  “Wouldn’t know I guess, never really gone out of my way to talk to one before,” you say, shrugging your shoulders “Only met a couple in college, but none that I could really call a friend.”


  “Oh yeah? Why’s that?” she asks, nudging at your side.


  You look down at her and flash a knowing, almost cocky smile. “See, now look who’s asking the weird questions.”


  “Okay smartass, ya’ made your point,” she says, tapping a finger against the side of her snout. “I’ve got an idea though. What if we take turns asking our weird questions, that sound like a fair deal?”


  The two of you finally reach your car and you open up the passenger side door for her, closing it once she’s sat down.


  “Alright, fair enough, but I get to go first,” you say, taking a moment to think of your question as you walk around to get settled into the driver’s seat. “Why exactly do you think I should have a lot of anthro friends?”


  You start the car and slowly pull out and away from the mall parking lot, occasionally glancing to the side to see her lost in thought as you finally make it back out to the main roads. The second you’re clear, she starts to speak again.


  “I don’t know how to explain it exactly,” she says, rubbing at the back of her neck. “A lot of us consider you guys to be… sort of exotic? Like, you know how you reacted to me having a pouch back there? That’s how we feel sometimes about how different from us you guys are and look.”


  “Different how?” you ask, genuinely curious because as far as you’re concerned, this is the first you’re hearing of this.


  She quickly turns around and uses both hands to grip the base of her thick tail. “Well for one, you don’t have to deal with one of these dragging behind you all the time.”


  “Is it really that big a deal?” you ask, taking a quick glance at her when you come to a full stop. “Sure, it’s probably pretty heavy and kind of annoying when you sit down, but I can’t see having a tail being all that terrible.”


  “Well, you know how it just took us a few hours to buy some clothes for you?”


  “God, don’t remind me, I’m just glad we’re finally out of there,” you groan as you watch the traffic light. “Thought we were going to be there all day.”


  “Well, clothes shopping is way, way worse for us. First, you have to find something that fits your legs, then even if you manage to find that, you still have to make sure your tail fits in the stupid hole! It’s exhausting to have to go to ten different stores just to find a piece that I don’t need to take to a tailor.”


  “So what, just because we don’t have tails you guys think we’re exotic?” you ask as you put your eyes back on the road. “There’s gotta be more to it than just that, right?”


  She touches a finger to your nose, making you jerk your head back reflexively. “You guys also have these weird looking things while us anthros have to deal with snouts.”


  “Okay, so you have snouts,” you say, still not quite understanding her point. “But don’t you guys have a really good sense of smell because of them? If you ask me, it’s probably worth dealing with the hassle, no?”


  “See, you’d think that at first, but being able to smell really well isn’t all it’s cracked up to be,” she says. “Having a sensitive nose means you pick up on every little thing, both good and bad, but a lot more of the latter. I don't know about you, but I don't have a good time when I get blasted by someone's bad breath from across the room. Kind of hard to get privacy when you’re among other anthros too, comes with the whole territory of heightened senses. And don’t even get me started on how annoying snout protective gear is for boxing.”


  You briefly take a hand off the steering wheel to touch your nose. “Alright I can see how that might be a pain in the ass, but is the way our noses look really that weird to you guys? Can’t say I’ve ever thought of it that way.”


  “Not just that, but a lot of anthros either really, really hate or love the fact that you guys have mouths as opposed to snouts. Your guess is as good as any as to why that is.”


  From the copious amounts of ‘research’ material you’d consumed in your free time, you know exactly why some of them like the fact that you have a set of lips as opposed to a snout. Still, you figure it’s better to feign ignorance rather than admit your sins to the kangaroo.


  “So, why do they hate the fact that we don’t have snouts?”


  “Well, have you ever seen an anthro with a really long snout?” she asks. “It’s kind of like that, just in reverse, it really freaks some of them out that you guys have borderline flat faces by comparison.”


  “So, do I look weird to you then?” you ask, your interest in the conversation growing by the second.


  “I don’t really mind it, personally,” she shrugs as she looks out the passenger window. “...but if I’m being honest, looking at you took some getting used to, what with you guys not having any fur or anything.”


  “So what, you’d rather I look like some kind of werewolf instead?” You laugh, imagining how ridiculous you’d look with fur. “You know, actually not a terrible idea for a Halloween costume.”


  “No, that’s not what I’m saying,” she says, her tail flicking about like it has a mind of its own. “It’s just something that takes getting used to after hanging around anthros for so long, that’s all.”


  You continue driving towards the pizza parlor, sighting as a traffic light once again stops you dead in your tracks. “Alright, I’m satisfied. Your turn to ask a question.”


  She turns to look at you, her almost nervous looking gaze meeting yours. “So… why am I your first anthro friend?”


  It’s not the question you were waiting to hear, and judging from the look on her face, it’s one she expects a good answer to. “Well, I told you already, you’re a good friend and pretty fun to hang out with.”


  “T-thanks, Mike,” she says, and you can hear the sound of her tail thwacking against a panel. “But I meant why am I the first one specifically? You seem like the kind to have pretty good friends of all types, so why me?”


  You think back to all the opportunities to make friends with anthros you’d met all throughout high school and college, but none of them ever felt like the type of friendship you have with Ruby.


  “Honestly? I couldn’t really tell you,” you say, shrugging your shoulders as best you can. “Don’t get me wrong or anything, I met a lot of anthros back in college, but it takes a lot more for me to consider someone an actual friend, you know?”


  She doesn’t answer back for a while, the silence making you increasingly nervous until you finally decide to say something to break the silence.


  “Does that make sense?” you ask. “Ruby?”


  A quick side glance reveals her to be looking in your direction as she fidgets nervously in her seat.


  “Yeah, it makes sense,” she sighs, a small hint of a smile on her face. “It’s just… surprising is all.”


  “Why is it surprising?” you ask, puzzled as to why she sees it that way. “It’s the truth.”


  “I don’t know,” she says, sighing even more deeply before continuing. “Not a lot of people have ever really told me I’m fun to hang out with. Just you and my best friend, really.”


  “Wh-” you start to say before you’re abruptly cut off the by honking of car horns coming from behind you.


  You quickly put the car into drive again, taking off before you incur the ire of the drivers stuck behind you.


  “So, what were you saying?” you ask.


  As you start to pull into the lot she finally responds. “Don’t worry about it Mike, it’s nothing.”


  While you want to say something, you know pushing this would only get on her nerves, so you decide to drop it for the time being and instead decide to enjoy your impromptu lunch together. As the two of you step into the familiar atmosphere, you take in the simple beauty of the decor. No matter how old you get, you don’t think you’ll ever get tired of coming here; a place you’ve been to so many times that it almost feels like a second home to you. While it’s certainly not the fanciest or most modern looking place, there’s a lot of things that keep you coming back. The kind and extremely attentive waitstaff is a big part of the reason you prefer this place over anywhere else, seldom leaving the place unhappy with the quality of service provided. The cheesy sports paraphernalia and old news clippings of your hometown’s teams adorn the walls and give the restaurant a feel you can only describe as homely, making it the perfect place to take a load off while enjoying a great meal. You and Ruby make your way to the same booth you’d occupied last time you came here, the spot by the window giving you a good view of the frost and dew-covered scenery of a chilly fall morning.


  “Seriously though, what were you going to say?” you ask, her face barely hiding her need to speak.


  “Do you really consider me your friend?” she asks, quickly spitting out the words. “After all the shitty things I’ve done to you? It’s like you forgot how we first met.”


  The memories she’s referring to are still pretty fresh in your mind, especially considering you came to this very restaurant together that same day. The way she'd angrily tried to confront you outside your workplace, how you put a stop to it by holding her arms up, and even how you somehow managed to convince her into having a peace talk over some pizza. She’s wearing the same exact surprised expression you’d seen on her face that day, likely still wondering why you aren’t livid for the things she did. 


  “If you’re talking about the day after the whole thing at the gym, I’m not upset,” you say, shrugging your shoulders a bit. “Never been the kind of person to hold grudges, really.”


  “B-but… how can you just be okay with that?” she asks, a tone of exasperation in her voice. “Why aren’t you mad at me because of it? I barely even apologized afterwards.”


  You meet her gaze, struggling to find the right words to respond with as you watch her tuck an errant strand of hair behind one of her long, furred ears.


  “Can I just ask you one thing?” you ask, choosing your next words carefully. “Why’d you even try to do any of that?”


  “I don-'' she starts, though she’s quickly cut off by the waitress approaching your table.


  She drops a menu in front of each of you, a cheery smile on her face. “Can I get you two started with drinks?”


  “Yeah, a coke for me and uh…” you say, nodding towards Ruby.


  “I’ll take a coke as well, thanks,” she says, finishing your sentence.


  When the waitress finally leaves the two of you alone, she starts to speak again. “I don’t know mate… there’s no excusing it really. I just thought I’d finally met someone who saw past the whole ‘freakishly short girl’ thing and it just made me really upset to think someone had fooled me again.”


  “Do you still see me that way?” you ask, hoping your expression shows you’re being genuine. “As someone who sees past all the superficial stuff, I mean.”


  “Honestly? I still do, Mike and I’m really, really sorry about that whole mess,” she mutters, suddenly unable to continue meeting your gaze. “I feel awful for even considering what was going through my head that day. Can you forgive me for that? I know I let my feelings get the better of me, but that’s no excuse for what I tried to pull.”


  You honestly weren’t expecting her sudden apology and you watch her expression turn to one of anxiety as you try and figure out the best way to respond.


  “Look, I forgive you, but only on one condition,” you say, hoping the smile on your face will ease her worries some. 


  She looks seriously relieved at your response. “Name it, mate.”


  You crack a smile before replying. “Please teach me how to box, that was a killer windup you were coming in with.”


  She reaches across the table to playfully smack your forearm, smiling as she does before reclining back into her seat. “Ass.”


  “I meant what I said though, you’re a good friend and pretty fun to hang out with, don’t let anyone else tell you otherwise,” you say, hoping the words finally get through to her.


  “Thanks Mike. I know it sounds kind of stupid but…” she says, flashing you a warm half smile. “...that actually really means a lot to me.”


  Not long after, the waitress returns with your drinks in hand, setting them down before whipping out a pad to take your order. After a little back and forth you and Ruby settle on ordering the same thing as last time, an extra large pie with extra pepperoni. As you wait for your order to be prepared, you decide to shoot her yet another question.


  “Alright, my turn now. What exactly do you keep in that pouch of yours?”


  She only cocks an eyebrow at you, seemingly amused by your persistence in asking this kind of question. “Are you really going to waste your questions on stuff like this, Mike?”


  “What? I’m honestly curious, it’s not like I’ve ever seen you carry a purse or anything before,” you say, hoping she finally budges.


  You watch out of morbid curiosity as she looks down, lifting the hem of her shirt before she starts briefly rooting around in her pouch, a faint metallic jingling filling the air. “I don’t really keep much in here. Usually just my phone, keys and wallet, really.”


  You return the gesture and cock an eyebrow at her response. “Wait, usually? You mean you carry other stuff around sometimes? What else could you possibly keep in there?”


  She fidgets a bit in her seat, her ears twitching ever so slightly as she does. “You promise you won’t laugh?”


  “I won’t laugh, I promise,” you say, putting a hand over your heart.


  She giggles at your gesture before lowering her voice to a near whisper. “You promise you won’t tell a soul?”


  “Oh come on, it can’t be *that* embarrassing,” you say. “I promise though, I won’t tell anyone.”


  “Snacks,” she mutters so quickly you almost don’t pick it up. “I keep snacks in there sometimes, okay?”


  “Good one. No, seriously, what do you actually keep in there?” you ask, but her silence and sudden shift in expression speaks volumes. “Wait, you’re serious? What kind of snacks?”


  “Snack cakes, chips sometimes,” she mutters. “Don’t judge me too hard, because from what I can tell almost every day is a cheat day for you.”


  “I don’t care about that. If anything, I’m just hurt you never shared any with me,” you tease, a huge grin forming on your face. “I could’ve used a pick me up after that brutal jog last week.”


  “So… you don’t think it’s weird?” she asks, no longer speaking in hushed tones.


  “Weird? Sounds awesome having your own pouch to keep stuff in,” you say. “I’d carry around so much shit with me if we had something like that. Best thing we’ve got are fanny packs but those went out of style in the 80’s.”


  She laughs but doesn’t look too convinced by your answer. “Oh yeah, like what?”


  “Well for starters: snacks, protein bars, protein shakes, lifting gloves, hell you could probably even keep a few beers in there,” you say, your mind going wild with the possibilities.


  She laughs nervously in response to the things you’d just listed, her eyes now glued to the floor. “Y-yeah, who’d carry something like that in their pouch…”


  You shoot her an incredulous look, not fully believing what you’d just heard. “No way. Alright, spit it out, which ones have you carried in your pouch before?”


  Still unable to meet your gaze, she spits out a response so quickly you almost don’t understand her. “Justtheproteinbarsandshake.”


  “What’s so embarrassing about that?” you ask, not entirely sure why she’s so ashamed of it. “It’s obnoxious carrying around a huge blender bottle with you at the gym.”


  “I don’t know…” she says, a hand shooting up from her lap to rub at the back of her neck. “I just… sometimes I just get the feeling people look at me strange when I pull something out of there, ya’ know?”


  “Well, you caught me off guard so I imagine they feel the same way about it, right?” you say, leaning forward to put your hand on her shoulder for reassurance. “I wouldn’t worry about it too much, honestly. Probably more curiosity than anything else.”


  She finally looks up from the floor, putting her furred hand over the one you have on her shoulder. “I guess I never really thought about it that way… thanks, Mike.”


  You offer her what you think is a reassuring smile. “No problem.” 


  The pizza arrives shortly after, the two of you quickly grabbing a slice and digging in while it’s still piping hot. The only thing that can be heard for a short while is the occasional sound of one of you taking sips from your drink. Seemingly having had her fill of pizza, Ruby leans back into the booth before breaking the silence.


  “Alright, I think we’ve got enough time for one more question,” she asks as she takes a moist towelette to her snout. “Unless you’re not feeling it.”


  “Hmm,” you say before cleaning off your mouth as well. “Ask away.”


  “How do you guys even manage to stay warm in the winter?” she asks, nodding towards the coat you’ve got on. 


  “I don’t know,” you shrug. “Same way you guys do I guess, we just have to wear a few more layers when it’s cold.”


  “Yeah, but you guys don’t have fur or anything to work with, so how do you not just freeze to death on your uncovered parts?” she asks. “I have a pretty thick coat of fur and I start shivering the minute I step outside. How do humans not just turn into popsicles when winter rolls around?”


  “You’d be surprised how resilient you can be with the right gear,” you say, tugging at the scarf you’ve got on. “Can’t be that much worse for us, can it? Like you said, you have fur and you still get pretty cold, right?”


  “Don’t even get me started, I don’t think I own enough coats to make it through fall, let alone winter,” she says, zipping up her jacket. “It’s the one thing I don’t miss about living here. Australia and everywhere else I’ve been to has pretty nice weather year-round, but here it’s like you’re living in a giant igloo for half the damn year.”


  “Be thankful it’s not cold enough to snow yet,” you say, staring out the window almost longingly. “Were you around the last time it snowed here? Almost never happens, but when it does it’s absolutely breathtaking.”


  “No, I…” she says, and you can see her trying to figure out what you’re looking at. “...didn’t think it was possible. Were you?”


  “Only once when I was a seven year old little shit, wasn’t even enough on the ground to make snowmen with or anything, but I don’t think I’ll ever forget it,” you say, smiling as you think back to better times. “I remember my dad took us out to the park that day and we sat on the grass just watching the snowflakes fall around us. Still one of the most beautiful things I’ve seen to this day.”


  “Sounds like it,” she says, your smile apparently contagious. “Hope I get to see it happen again sometime.”


  “With the kind of weather we’re getting this early into fall, I wouldn’t be surprised if it happens again this year,” you say as you pick up another slice.


  You briefly check your watch as Ruby continues to work through another slice as well. “I think it’s about time we get going, my landlord hates it if people are working on their cars too late at night.”


  “Alright, let me just finish off what I’ve got left and we can go,” she says, taking another bite. “What about the rest of it though?”


  You partially raise your hand in an attempt to flag down the server, pulling out your wallet as you do. “I’ll just ask them to box it up, no big deal. Tastes even better the next day, trust me.”


  The waitress approaches the table, the very same smile as before tugging at her features. “What can I do for you?”


  “If you could bring me the check please,” you say, pointing at the remaining slices of pizza. “And if you could box this up as well, thanks.”


  “Not a problem,” she says, taking the pizza pan with her into the back.


  “Oh come on mate, you don’t have to pay,” she says, reaching down to rummage through her pouch again. “Let me chip in for my half at least. How much do I owe ya?”


  “Nothing, because I’m paying for it,” you say sternly before placing a twenty dollar bill on the table as you wait for the waitress to return with the check. “Seriously, you were a huge help earlier, just think of it as my thanks to you.”


  For a moment she looks like she’s about to protest, but seemingly decides against it at the last second. “Alright fine, but next time let me pick up the bill, okay? Don’t want you thinking I’m some kind of mooch or anything.”


  “Sounds good to me.”


  The waitress returns a minute later with a small takeout box and your change, which you decide to leave as a tip. As you get up to leave, you notice Ruby stealthily leaving an extra five bucks on the table. As stubborn as she could be sometimes, you’d be lying if you said the gesture didn’t put a smile on your face. It’s refreshing to know she’s more than willing to pitch in on your outings together, which is something you can’t say for many of the girls you’ve taken out to lunch before.


  Eager to not be in the cold for more than absolutely necessary, the two of you speed walk to your car, tossing the box of leftover pizza into the backseat before setting off to your apartment, trying to reach it with some daylight to spare. A glance at the dash tells you it's still early in the afternoon, yet with how quickly it's been getting dark as of late, you don't feel like taking any chances on your repair job, especially with your double date around the corner. The chance of your car breaking down on the way home isn’t exactly high, but the fact that it’s a possibility at all worries you immensely. You’d never live it down if it happened in front of Ruby, especially given how she’d already joked about your car being a junker before.


  Her voice is enough to drag you away from your irrational train of thought, and you take your eyes off the road for a moment to steal a quick glance at the kangaroo.


  “Thanks again for the pizza, it was even better than last time,” she says, a satisfied expression on her face. 


  “No problem, I’m just glad you like it as much as I do,” you say, fighting the urge to glance to the side again. “You can take the rest of it home if you want.”


  “Nah mate, you paid for it so you should hold onto it, it’s only fair,” she says. “Don’t forget about our bet, you still owe me lunch, remember?”


  “How could I forget with you reminding me all the time?” You chuckle, tapping your fingers against the wheel. “Are you still not going to tell me where you want me to take you?”


  “Just haven’t decided on a place yet, but I promise I’ll tell you the second I figure it out,” she chuckles. “For now… you’ll just have to keep on guessing.”


  The two of you continue to make small talk, distracting you so much that you nearly miss the turn into your apartment complex. You park your car next to a few empty spaces to give yourself adequate room to work. After pulling the trunk release, you step out of the car and go to grab your toolbox, only to realize you’d left it up in your apartment. You’d forgotten to put it back after helping a friend move with your car a few weeks ago.


  You decide to give her a heads up before you run upstairs. “Hey Ruby, I’m going to go grab my tools real quick, you mind waiting here and watching the car for a little bit?”


  *****


  You quickly turn to look at him and nod. “Sure, I’ll keep an eye on your baby while you’re gone.”


  He sighs before flashing you his signature smile. “Thanks, be back in a second.”


  You watch him like a hawk as he walks away, slowly making his way to what seems to be the stairwell leading up his apartment. While he’s turned away, your eyes take full advantage of the opportunity to linger on his backside, the form fitting jeans he chose to wear today leaving very little to the imagination and doing him no favors in preventing you from ogling his firm, toned butt. You feel like a total pervert during and after the act, but you couldn’t tear away your gaze until he was completely out of sight.


  ‘It’s perfectly normal, right?’ you think to yourself to try and rationalize what you’d been doing for the better part of the day.


  The fact that you’d leaped at the chance to cop a feel of his arms earlier in that cramped dressing room made you feel grimy. Sure, you felt ashamed for doing it after the fact, but there was still something oddly thrilling about the possibility of him calling you out on it. Had he realized what you were doing and just been nice enough to not say anything about it? Either way, you’re going to make an effort to control this side of yourself around him. You don’t want to ruin a good thing for once in your life.


  As much as you teased him about his car, you had to admit the interior was spotless, that new car smell still hanging in the air despite its obvious age. For a moment, you almost wish he’d invited you inside just so you could see if he keeps his apartment in a similar state of cleanliness. As you continue to scan the interior, you realize he left the keys in the ignition. It feels oddly nice to know he trusts you enough to do so despite the two of you only knowing each other for about a week. A few more minutes pass before you see him making his way down the stairs, now wearing a sleeveless tank top dotted with splotches that look suspiciously like oil or grease stains. For a second you’re almost sure he chose it intentionally to tease you, because who in their right mind would wear a sleeveless shirt in this kind of weather? It's not going to be easy, but you're certainly not getting beaten by a revealing piece of clothing, determined to stay focused on other things instead.


  He sets the hefty toolbox down on the sidewalk in front of the hood, and you can hear the click of latches before he opens it up.


  “Alright, so you said you wanted to learn the basics, right?” he asks, calling out from where he’s standing. “Come on out so you can tell me what exactly you want me to show you.”


  It takes you a moment to respond as you get out of the passenger side, trying to come up with an answer that wouldn’t make you sound too clueless. “Mate, I’ve never even so much as changed the oil on a car before, so how about we keep things simple to start off, yeah?”


  “Simple, got it,” he says. “Alright, you mind popping the hood open for me real quick?”


  You walk around to the driver’s side of the car and hit the latch near the pedals before going right back to his side to wait for his instructions. The moment he bends over to get a closer look at something, your eyes betray you once more, gluing themselves to the taut backside currently pressing against the denim of his jeans, and it takes all your willpower to resist the urge to reach out and give it a little squeeze.


  “Alright so first you’re going to w-” he starts, your brain unconsciously tuning him out as you continue to ogle the other exposed parts of his body.


  If you thought humans and their lack of fur was a bad thing earlier, this spectacle would’ve been more than enough to change your mind entirely. The smooth skin made any muscle definition far more visible at a glance, especially as he turns what seems to be a particularly tight plastic cap, his arm muscles tensing from the strain as he grips it tight. You hear a loud crack followed by the sound of faint snapping, consistent enough to pull you from your ogling induced stupor.


  “Hello, Earth to Ruby,” he says, still snapping his fingers inches away from the front of your snout. “You still with me here?”


  You can feel the blood rushing to your cheeks and ears, nodding with maybe a little too much enthusiasm in response. “I’m listening, you were turning the cap there, right?”


  “Yeah…” he says before nodding. “...but did you hear what I said?”


  “I did, I just didn’t understand it,” you say, telling a white lie to avoid admitting what you were doing instead and praying he doesn’t ask any more questions. “You mind repeating it for me?”


  “Okay…” he says, your heart rate rising when he cocks an eyebrow. “...so first you want to check the oil levels. To do that, you take the dip stick here, wipe it off and then dip it inside before pulling it out again to see how far the oil reaches. Sound simple enough?”


  “Yeah,” you say, leaning over the hood.


  “Well, go ahead and give it a shot then,” he says as he steps aside to give you some room.


  He hands you the dipstick, your hand trembling slightly as you go to measure the oil. He seems to take notice of your hesitation and gently takes hold of your wrist to guide you. It only makes you even more worried that you come off as clueless in his eyes for not knowing the most basic things about cars. You shove your worries to the wayside for the moment and with his help, you successfully manage to do what he’d explained, making a mental note of how much oil is on the stick. His cold hand makes a shiver run down your spine, something you’re sure he had to notice.


  “See, that wasn’t so bad, was it?” he asks before letting go of your wrist. “Now comes the harder part, actually draining the used oil.”


  He crouches down to examine the undercarriage and you quickly follow suit, crouching down alongside him. After fiddling with one of his pockets, he fishes out a small flashlight and uses it to direct your attention to a small area on the bottom of the engine.


  “You see that there? That’s the drain plug, but it’s not in the same spot on every car, so you might have to look around a bit,” he says, wiggling the light on the spot.


  You sheepishly scratch at the back of your head as you avert your gaze. “This is kind of embarrassing but… I don’t actually own a car.”


  The look of surprise on his face when you steal a glance doesn’t exactly make you feel better about having just admitted that to him.


  “Seriously? How do you make it to work on time then?” he asks. “I mean, there’s nothing wrong with not having a car.”


  You can only shrug in response, doing your best to act like it’s no big deal. “Some days I take the bus, others I just jog to work and sometimes I just carpool with a friend.”


  “Well, if you ever need a ride to work just give me a call, I’d be more than happy to do so,” he says, a small smile on his face.


  His generous words take you for a loop, and while you aren’t exactly eager to take him up on it out of fear of looking needy, it still makes you happy that he offered it to you out of the kindness of his heart.


  “So anyways, you’re going to need a couple things,” he says, leaning over towards his toolbox. “For starters, a car jack if you can’t reach the pan on your car, some ramps for safety and finally… something to collect the old oil into. Anything you have on hand works, old tupperware, a paint roller tray, whatever.”


  “So, I’m guessing what you have to do next is just loosen the plug and that’s it?” you ask, wondering if there’s something you’re missing here.


  “Not quite… there’s one more thing you have to do after that, but let’s take it step by step for now,” he says, reaching for a small wrench and offering it to you. “Alright, I’ll let you do the honors here.”


  You reach out and grab the wrench, having enough confidence in both your strength and abilities to be completely sure you couldn’t fuck up such a simple task. You take the wrench to the bolt and begin loosening it, watching as oil starts to drain into the plastic container he’d put under it.


  “Excellent, now we just need to replace the filter as well,” he says, standing back up to examine the engine again, tapping against a specific spot for you to see. “You can undo the bolt here too.”


  You do so before setting the wrench down briefly. It’s surprisingly easy to learn how to do this kind of thing when you have such a patient teacher guiding you every step of the way. You step aside as he moves to pull out the old filter, not wanting to get any oil or grease splattering on your fur. He sets it down on another container and you watch as remnants of oil trickle out of it.


  “Alright, now I want you to put in the new one and wrench the bolt back on,” he says, handing you a fresh filter. “If it’s not going in easily, just put a little elbow grease into it and kind of force it inside.”


  You trust his advice, figuring he knows his own baby like the back of his hand. You carefully slot the new filter into place, making sure to not drop it in the process. After it’s in place and seemingly secure, you follow his instructions and make sure to tighten the bolt as much as physically possible.


  “Good job, now that the oil is drained out down there, go ahead and tighten the plug too,” he says as he crouches down.


  You crouch down again to tighten the bolt and find it’s significantly harder to do so than it was to loosen due to your lack of reach when going in the opposite direction. “Mate, can I get a hand down here?”


  He grabs the wrench from your hands and reaches in to tighten the plug once again. “Sorry about that, thought you had it handled.”


  You almost start to berate yourself again for not being able to do such a simple task, but then you catch a glimpse of his reassuring smile and all those irrational worries melt away in the blink of an eye.


  “It’s alright, just couldn’t reach it is all,” you say, his infectious smile causing you to do the same.


  He crouches down again to rummage through his toolbox and grabs a funnel along with a small bottle of oil, handing them both to you.


  “Now comes the easy part, adding in the new oil. Just make sure to pour it in slowly…” he laughs, tugging at the hem of his camisole. “Well, unless you want your blouse to look like a pollock painting.”


  You nod as you slot the funnel into the opening, being careful not to splash yourself as you unscrew the tight cap on the bottle. As you slowly pour in the oil, you take precautions to make sure you wouldn’t spill a single drop. Once the bottle runs dry and you’ve made sure the funnel is empty, you hand it back to him.


  “So, what now? Or are we done?” you ask, rubbing your fingers against each other to make sure you hadn’t dirtied up your fur. 


  “We’re almost done,” he says as he tightens the cap on the oil intake, making sure it’s as tight as possible before continuing. “Now we’ve just gotta run the engine for a second then measure the levels one last time. You mind starting the car for me real quick?”


  You nod and walk around to the driver’s seat, settling in before calling out to him. “Ready, Mike?!”


  “Yeah, I’ll tell you when to shut it off,” he calls back.


  You start the engine, keeping your fingers on the key for what seems like an eternity until he finally gives you the go-ahead to shut it off again. Walking back around to the front of the car, you see him hunched over the motor adjusting god knows what. It’s kind of uncanny how much it reminds you of when you used to watch your dad work on his cars as a kid, even down to the similar heights.


  ‘Wait…’ you think to yourself as a horrifying thought pieces itself together in your head.


  You were ogling Mike’s ass earlier and now you think he reminds you of dad. 


  Gross.


  You involuntarily shudder as you try and avoid connecting the two in your brain, instead opting to watch intently as he finishes the oil change.


  He grabs a rag from his toolbox to clean the oil and grease from his hands. “See, that didn’t take very long, now did it?”


  You look up at him and smile. “Honestly wasn’t as bad as I thought it’d be, but I can’t imagine that’s the only thing you want to teach me how to do.”


  He glances down at his watch. “Well… we’ve got another hour or two to burn unless you’ve got somewhere to be.”


  “I wouldn’t mind learning a few more things if you’re willing to show me,” you smile. “Something easy though, please. Even the oil change seemed kind of hard at first.”


  He crouches down and starts rummaging through his toolbox again. “Well, if you want something really easy, how about… checking the tire pressure?”


  “I definitely think I can handle that,” you laugh.


  He grabs a small implement from his toolbox that looks like a stopwatch with a small stem protruding from the top. You can only assume it’s a tire pressure gauge given by the numbers printed on it.


  “Alright so the first thing you’re going to want to do before starting is make sure you know the recommended pressure for your tires,” he says, walking around the side of the car until he reaches a tire and crouches down. “Once you know that then it’s as easy as unscrewing the cap and then pressing the tip of the gauge into it to get your measurement.”


  He hands you the gauge and shuffles out of the way to let you do the process on your own. You follow his exact instructions and compare it to the recommended pressure printed on the side of the tire. The two of you repeat the process for every tire and determine that only one of them could use more air. Once you’re finished, you drop the gauge back down into his toolbox.


  “I’ll take care of filling it with more air tomorrow. Nice work,” he says.


  You can’t help but feel a little proud at his compliment, never having done anything even resembling maintenance to a car in your life before today. “Thanks. Was there anything else you wanted to show me?”


  “Think we’ve got time for one last easy thing if you feel up for it,” he says, nodding towards the windshield. “Just checking the antifreeze levels, which is pretty straightforward.”


  You follow him as he walks around to the engine again, hood still held open.


  “You see this transparent tank here?” he asks. “All you have to do is make sure the liquid reaches the full line and you’re good to go.”


  You lean over the engine to take a look for yourself. “Looks pretty topped up to me.”


  “I think that about wraps things up for today then,” he says as he packs all his instruments and tools back into the nearby toolbox.


  Afterwards, he places a lid on the two containers he used to drain the oil. You just watch as he tosses both the toolbox and containers into the trunk, making sure to clean his hands off with a rag before tossing it inside and slamming the whole thing shut.


  You feel bad for having called his car a junker, even if it was just meant as banter. It’s clear to you now how much he cares for his car given how much time and attention he puts into maintaining it. You open your mouth to apologize for it, but he interrupts your thoughts before you can put them into words.


  “So, guess I’ll see you on Monday then?” he asks, leaning back against the trunk. 


  “W-wait, what?” you ask, taking aback by his sudden goodbyes. “Aren’t you going to give me a ride home? You wouldn’t make me walk home alone in this cold, would you?”


  A grin quickly spreads through his features. “Don’t worry, I’m just messing with you. Just wanted to see how you’d react is all.”


  You playfully elbow his side, a smile forming on your face. “Didn’t your mom ever tell you it’s not right to play with a girl’s feelings like that?”


  He chuckles as he opens the passenger side door for you. “Must’ve missed that lesson, I guess.”


  “Well, don’t you forget it, Mike,” you say, jokingly wagging a finger at him as you get into the car.


  Soon enough the two of you are on the way to your apartment, the ride home giving you ample time to come up with an apology for your comments earlier this week. 


  Your mouth, seemingly eager to apologize before your brain could actually catch up, mutters out a meek, “Sorry.”


  He takes his eyes off the road for a quick moment to glance at you before looking back again. “For what?”


  “You know… for uh- how I called your car a junker before?”


  “Oh, you don’t have to apologize for that,” he says, waving you off with his hand. “Look, I know my car isn’t the fanciest thing in the world, but my dad passed it down to me and I’ve been taking care of her ever since. I accept your apology though.”


  His explanation only makes you feel even worse about the fact that you called it a junker in the first place, and you can’t help but wince a bit as you rub at the back of your neck. “O-oh. Is this the only car you’ve ever had then?”


  “Yep,” he says, rubbing at the steering wheel affectionately. “She’s been with me since high school and I don’t think I’d trade her for anything else in the world.”


  “Must be a lot of hard work to keep her running this well, and this clean too,” you say, hoping the honesty would make up for things somewhat.


  He glances at you once again, this time with a big smile on his face. “Yeah, though it gets harder to keep her running like this every year, if I’m being honest with you. Still worth the effort to me though.”


  “Dad’s a car guy, so I know exactly what you mean,” you admit, thinking back to how much time he spent in the garage on Sundays. “Though I guess that makes it kind of embarrassing that I don’t even know the basics.”


  “Just never bothered to ask or what?” he asks.


  “You could say that, I guess,” you shrug even though he can’t see it. “Was always too wrapped up in school and hobby stuff to bother.”


  You decide to steer the conversation in a different direction, not sure what else to say regarding cars. A question you’d asked him earlier in the day comes to mind, and you decide to jump at the opportunity to get a real answer out of him.


  “So, are you ever going to tell me what you really need those clothes for?”


  “Told you already,” he chuckles. “I’m a secret agent by night. As soon as I drop you off I have to go fight crime and dispense righteous justice.”


  You pout at his response, hoping one look at your face makes him reconsider his answer. “How about this, if I can guess what they’re for, you tell me if I’m right?”


  “Alright. I’ll give you three guesses to figure out,” he says. “Bet you ten bucks you won’t be able to though.”


  “You’re on,” you say, beaming with confidence. “Uh… a wedding maybe?”


  He shakes his head in response. “You already guessed that one earlier, remember? Won’t count it against your three chances.”


  “Job interview?” you ask, hoping he’ll nod yes.


  He shakes his head again. “Shit, I wish they were for an interview. Can hardly get anyone to call back as is. Two more guesses.”


  You decide to give your next guess a bit more thought, looking out the window as if the answer is going to come flying through it. A few minutes pass and you decide to try your luck again as you eye a passing billboard for inspiration.


  “Court date…?” you ask, hoping he won’t be offended.


  “Just what kind of guy do you take me for?” He laughs heartily. “My memory might not always be the best, but I sure as hell don’t remember having a court date. And to save you a guess, no, it’s not jury duty either.”


  You have one guess left and with so many options to choose from, you decide to just wing it instead of trying to think too much about it. “I don’t know… uh, a date?”


  His sudden silence and delay in responding speaks volumes about the accuracy of your guess. 


  “How did you…?” he asks in disbelief. “Still, you’re only half right and out of guesses, so I’m only ponying up five bucks.”


  You don’t even care about the money, but you’re beyond curious about where and who he’s going on a date with. “So… who’s the lucky lady? Is she… an anthro girl by chance?”


  “Don’t know yet,” he says, cocking an eyebrow at you as you come to a stop at a traffic light. “Just know that I’m going on a date. Supposed to be a pretty fancy place too.”


  “Huh? You don’t know?” you ask, unsure what he means by that. “Oh god, don’t tell me you’re going on a blind date or something. I’ve heard so many horror stories about them.”


  He rubs at the back of his neck with one hand, continuing to steer with the other. “It’s not exactly that, just something sorta similar.”


  It’s strange that you feel almost… jealous that he’s going on a date with another girl. You’re just friends so you have no real reason to feel possessive, mentally scolding yourself for not being more supportive instead. “Well, either way I hope you have a good time with her.”


  “Thank you,” he says with a smile as the traffic light changes.


  The entire rest of the way home you fidget in your seat, playing with your hair and fingers as you continue staring out the window, hoping you didn’t make things awkward between the two of you with your odd line of question. The last thing you want is him deciding to not share anything with you anymore because of your incessant prying for answers, your ears and tail twitching out of anxiety. After some time, you see the familiar signs that tell you you’re coming up on your neighborhood, thankful that you’re close to escaping the awkward environment you’d created.


  You’re surprised he’d never asked any questions about how you can afford to live in such a nice community, seeming content with just dropping you off and making sure you’re safe. He doesn’t know it, but you know that every time he drops you off he sticks around until you’re safely inside your apartment, something that you greatly appreciate for the peace of mind it brings.


  He brings the car to a full stop in the usual spot before starting to say his goodbyes.


  “Listen… thanks a ton for coming out to help me today, it actually really means a lot to me,” he says, his warm signature smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. “You’ve got a real eye for fashion, I seriously owe you one.”


  You can feel your cheeks and ears starting to burn from his praise and you silently hope it’s not visible through the thin layer of fur, your heart pounding hard in your chest as you respond. “Ah, it’s nothing mate, I’m just happy I could help ya’ out so much. Besides, you taught me a thing or two about cars so I’d say we’re even.”


  “Oh right, before I forget,” he says, quickly turning to reach for something in the backseat. “Take this home with you. I don’t want to be tempted when I get home.”


  Even with him practically pushing the box of leftover pizza into your hands, you’re reluctant to take it, knowing full well he paid for the entirety of your lunch. “Nah, you hold onto it. You paid for it so it’s only fair you keep it.”


  “I’m not going to fight you on this one, Ruby. I want you to take it, seriously,” he insists, thrusting the box forward again as he waggles it slightly. “Consider it a thanks for helping me pick out these clothes.”


  You decide that accepting is probably for the best, but in your stubbornness you blurt out a compromise that crossed your thoughts. “Fine, I’ll take the pizza *if* you don’t give me those five bucks.”


  “Alright, fine,” he sighs. “If you say so.”


  You accept the pizza box and set it down in your lap before you go in for a goodbye hug, something that you’re ashamed to admit you’ve started looking forward to every time he drops you off. The way he freezes up when you hug him is kind of endearing, but the feeling of his arm wrapped around is well worth making him a little uneasy on occasion. You look up at him as you hug him tight, locking eyes with him.


  “So, see you Monday morning?” you ask.


  “For wh- Oh right, jogging,” he smiles. “Yeah, I’ll see you first thing in the morning on Monday. You have a good night.”


  “You too, Mike.”


  You grab your belongings along with the box of pizza and head up to your apartment, taking a glance down at the street when you reach the top of the stone steps to make sure he’s still sitting around waiting for you. Sure enough, he’s still parked in the exact same spot. You have no idea why, but it makes you feel warm and safe that he takes the extra time to stick around instead of leaving immediately.


  You root around in your pouch as you walk towards your door, fishing out the keys to the apartment and quickly stepping inside before locking the door behind you. You set down your things and the pizza box on the kitchen counter alongside the small mountain of empty takeout boxes you have yet to throw away. A few choice words fly from your mouth as you forcefully kick at the air, annoyed that your leg and ankle warmers refuse to come off. After many attempts, you decide to wait until later to take them off.


  You take a few steps forward into the kitchen, flicking the light switch on as you pass by it. After your eyes adjust to the fluorescent lighting, you take a look at the dirty dishes piled high in your sink and let out a sigh. You really should’ve taken care of them before they became this much of a problem, reaching into the cabinet below the sink for a pair of latex gloves to throw on. You stand there for a moment, staring down at the mountain of dishes before you, looking for any and all excuses to leave the task for another day, a quick glance at the wall clock letting you know just how late it really is. Already half past seven and with how early you have to be up tomorrow, you opt to leave it for another day. A warm shower and a good night’s rest sound fantastic after the long day you’d had and after stashing the leftover pizza in the fridge and putting the gloves back in their place, you turn the lights off before making your way to the bathroom.


  You begin taking your clothes off as you go down the hallway, leaving them in the ever growing pile cluttering the entrance to the bathroom, once again promising yourself you'll pick it up first thing in the morning. Getting your tail unstuck from the hole in your pants is your first priority, though you nearly trip over a pair of jeans as you focus on tugging it free, gripping the walls as you release the beast. By the time you waddle into the bathroom with your pants around your ankles, all you have left to take off is your bra, panties and leg coverings, reaching down to yank off the latter first. Your pants follow soon after you reach back to undo the clasp of your padded bra, letting it fall to the floor without a care in the world. Next come your panties, pulling them down as you make your way towards the mirror, and all that's left to do now is to take scrunchie out of your ponytail, your hazelnut brown hair flowing freely after a long and exhausting day. You stand in front of the bathroom mirror and take in your form, flicking at the errant strands tickling at your shoulders and upper back, a brief thought of whether you should trim it or let it grow out even further crossing your mind. After deciding you'd leave your hair alone for the foreseeable future, your attention is quickly drawn to the rest of your body.


  The first thing your eyes focus on are your arms, defined but not overly muscular. You can definitely see all those hours of hard work at the gym paying off. While you'd never had much definition to speak of around your breasts, you swore the bench pressing you'd done with Mike was starting to show results, and you can feel a brand new layer of muscle forming around your chest, your fingers gliding across the new borders. As you continue working your way down your body, you notice something else that distresses you. It’s already hard enough having visible abs with the thin layer of fur that typically covers your midsection, but the definition you once had down there seems to be fading rapidly. It makes you consider cutting back on the snacks and eating out more, maybe even going so far as to add some extra crunches to your morning routine. You didn’t work so hard on your core to lose all your progress to a poor diet, after all.


  You step into your shower and turn it on, standing just outside it’s flow as you wait for it to heat up. Once the water reaches the perfect temperature, you walk into the stream and close your eyes as you let the warmth wash over and throughout your entire body. You’ve always been of the opinion that a hot shower could fix just about anything, and this one is no exception to that rule, your worries melting away with each passing second. You reach for the bottle of shampoo and squirt a generous dollop of it onto your hand, then begin working it into your hair. It’s one of the few things about yourself that you’re proud of, making sure to always wash and condition it to keep it soft and silky to the touch. Once you’re done with your hair, you start on the rest of your body, making sure to cover every inch of your fur with a special mix of body wash and fur conditioner. It feels really good to run your hands over your sore muscles after such a long day, and you make sure to really dig your fingers in to get the soapy mixture deep within your coat. You can’t help but be proud of the way your fur feels between your fingers, the sensation akin to velvet. You stop to pour another glob of the mixture into your hand to wash your privates, parting your legs slightly to make the job easier on yourself.


  As you reach down to spread the soap around, your finger grazes over your button ever so slightly, sending a combination of a tingle and shudder down your spine, the overwhelming sensation reminding you of just how long it’s been since you last took care of yourself.


  ‘Not that the amount of ogling you do to Mike doesn’t remind you of that already,’ you think to yourself as you continue to wash.


  You try to ignore the feeling as you rinse some of the soap out, but you can’t help but run a finger over it again, this time with just a little bit more pressure. The warmth of the water soaking into your fur and the sheer bottled up need welling up inside you make it hard to stop yourself from continuing to rub, each new, delicate touch sending shivers down your spine, a shaky breath escaping you as the pleasure only continues to mount with each passing second. You start to ease into a steady pace, your breath quickening as your fingers continue dancing against your clit, eyes narrowing as you gently bite down on your lower lip, the heat and steam making it easy to lose yourself in a haze of pleasure. The only thought that crosses your mind is how fucking good it feels to finally take care of yourself after abstaining for so long, your cheeks burning as you breathe in the floral scent-laden vapors. As amazing as you feel, you desperately need more, so much more; your mind racing and body trembling as jolts of pleasure arc from your head to your paws, numbing your thoughts. You close your eyes as you try and conjure up a fantasy, letting out a soft, muffled moan as you begin picking up speed. Already, you can feel your legs starting to give out under you, still sore from yesterday’s intense jog. You release your loose grip your free hand has on the wet tile, your other hand still busy idly rubbing at your clit as you sit down on the shower bench. Now in a more comfortable position, you spread your legs a bit more as your hazy, lust-addled mind wanders back to a long, long list of dreamy and oh so muscular men, both fictional and real. Your thoughts don’t linger in one place for too long, each figure more rugged and handsome than the last, until you finally settle on a hunk who’s name you can’t recall, but who’s face and body you certainly couldn’t forget, that slight stubble something you’re shamefully weak to. You grunt as you start to fantasize about what that stubble would feel like against the thin fur and exposed skin of your flower.


  You bring your free hand up to your breast as you lean back against the tiled bench, cupping the soft, pliable flesh, kneading it as you imagine his rugged arms gripping you with ravenous desire. You barely manage to suppress a moan when your mind drifts to the thought of those very same muscles being used to push your tiny frame against the tiled wall, his fingers exploring every inch of taut, corded muscle and soft flesh they can reach. The thought of him gripping your shoulder as he comes in to gently kiss and nibble at your neck makes you violently shudder, your pleasure-addled mind egging you on to finally drive a finger inside you, to take care of your immense, burning need. As you sink your finger deep into your cunt, you can feel just how aroused you are, your velvety, scorching insides contracting in an attempt to pull the invader even deeper inside. Your legs threaten to cramp up from the awkward way you’re sitting and the intensity you’re starting to go at yourself, but you put it all aside as you continue building towards your peak by using your finger to stir at your soaked, needy insides. Eyes still shut, you continue to rub at your button as you picture his large fingers gliding across the side of your snout and rubbing at your fur, your breath going ragged as you start to pant loudly, the realization that there’s no need to hold yourself back in the comfort of your own home hitting you like a freight train.


  “O-ooohhh fuck, don’t haaah~ stop, please!” you moan out loudly as you finally get knuckle deep inside yourself.


  You pick up the pace once more, pulling your finger almost the entire way out only to quickly plunge it even deeper inside, your toes twitching as you slowly start to approach your limits. Even as the warm droplets of water continue to hit and soak into your fur before running down your legs in rivulets, you can still feel the sticky, almost syrupy juices of your arousal running out and clinging to the fur around your thighs and hand. You take your hand off your breast, opting to press your open palm against the tiled surface beneath you for support instead. Fully committed to getting the most out of this, you spread your legs and bring them up until your calves are almost on either side of your head. In this new, slightly awkward and uncomfortable position, you start to fantasize about what he’d do next, panting heavily as you pick up the pace. You can almost feel those large, calloused and rugged hands gripping your hips as he leans forward, your legs and tail almost instinctively moving to wrap around an imaginary midsection. You picture his fingers digging deep into your thighs and ass as he lines himself up before pushing in deep with an almost reckless abandon. Your fantasies quickly leave you short of breath, your leg trembling as you drive your finger knuckle deep, curling it in as you belt out another series of soft, breathy moans and grunts, far, far too lost in the moment to let any pesky thoughts spoil your fun. You can feel yourself teetering on the edge of your limits, huffing as you careen towards the sweet release your body has been begging for. An imagined kiss as he explores your depths is all it takes to nearly push you over the precipice of pleasure, moaning aloud in the heat of the moment.


  “Oh god, just unff- keep nngh- going Mike, just like-”


  Everything comes to a screeching halt the second you realize the words that just left your mouth, any hopes of reaching your orgasm swept down the drain in an instant. Why did you moan his name? And better yet, why was he even on your mind while you were- now that you think about it, the fictional guy you were imagining didn’t even have black hair, much less stubble. You’re confused at first as you try to connect the dots but it finally hits you.


  “Mike has black hair,” you say under your breath.


  Oh god, did y- were you imagining it was him the entire time? Even though there’s no one around to witness your embarrassment, the shame and regret wash over you in waves, your cheeks and ears beginning to burn with a temperature rivaling molten glass as you think about what you just did, and despite that, the heat isn’t even remotely comparable to what you’re still feeling further south. You pull your digit free before standing up and turning the knob in the shower, cool water soon flowing from above, helping you wash away both the memory of what you’d just done and the burning, almost pulsing feeling still coming from your groin. You shiver with disgust at your actions, the freezing temperature bringing you out of your lust-filled haze and back to reality. It feels horribly wrong that you’d thought about him in… *that way*, especially considering you’ve only known him for a little under a week, but- *why* did you think of MIKE? Was it even that wrong, that strange? Since the two of you met you’ve practically spent all of your free time together, whether that be exercising or just casually hanging out. And sure, you ogled him here and there, but what girl wouldn’t with a body like his? You’re not entirely sure why you’re going to such lengths to justify your behavior, but you try to focus on other things. 


  Despite desperately wanting to continue taking care of your needs, you decide to leave things for another day, terrified your thoughts would drift to him again if you were to continue. You quickly finish up your shower before stepping out and thoroughly toweling yourself off as you make your way towards the standing full body dryer near the sink. You stand on the stool beneath it before turning it on, the noise and sudden heat enveloping your body like a warm hug helping you briefly forget about things as you run your furred fingers through your slightly curly hair. As you continue to dry your hair and body, you think hard about the implications of your fantasies. You catch a glimpse of yourself in the mirror from afar, though you quickly look away as you can barely stand to look at your flushed face out of shame. It’s a totally normal and easy thing to explain, right? You just thought of him because of his body, right? Not because of the nice things he says and the jokes he- 


  You stop yourself before you get carried away again, blushing as you wonder if he’s ever had these kinds of thoughts about you, but you quickly shake the offending idea from your mind. After your hair and fur are sufficiently dry, you make your way towards your bedroom, eager to rest and forget about the entire ordeal. You step into the small walk-in closet, rummaging through pile after pile of clothes as you try and find some sleepwear that isn’t too uncomfortable or dirty. A few more minutes of searching yields nothing you feel comfortable wearing, and you decide to sleep in the buff instead. You groggily crawl into your freshly made bed, draping the navy blue sheets over your nude body, lying face up as the back of your head sinks into the pillow. In a futile attempt to drift off to sleep, you shut your eyes tight and try to think of anything but Mike or what went down just minutes ago. Thinking about work doesn’t help in the slightest, the crushing workload of a soon to start semester only causing more stress to well up within you. You think about all the errands you’ll have to do in the coming days, which brings you some relief but not enough to put you fully at ease. In your head, you plan out your gym routine for the next few days, though you quickly realize it’s a mistake when *he* worms his way back into the forefront of your thoughts. Instead of the guilt and shame inducing thoughts you’d had before, what fills your mind are the memories of the quality time you’d spent with him today, a guilty half smile emerging as you think back to the chat the two of you had at the pizza place. It’s a serious relief to know he didn’t hold a grudge for all the things you’d done to him, Mike choosing to accept your apology without so much as second guessing himself. No matter how hard you try to change the record playing in your head, your thoughts keep coming back to the rest of the day you’d enjoyed together, breathing out a sigh of relief when you think about his unwavering patience when he was teaching you how to change the oil on his car, not getting upset even a single time despite all the troubles you’d had with the process. It’s a quality of his that you respect, or hell, even downright admire, knowing your temper can get the best of you at times. You’d made good on your promise to stop being so abrasive and apprehensive around him in your mind. The entire day felt just as enjoyable as the time you’d spent together at the mall the night before. One particular moment of the day sticks out above all others, still vivid in your mind; and that’s the way he’d hugged you tight to his chest when you finally said your goodbyes. Is it weird that you’re still thinking about it? It can’t be that weird to feel so happy about being held like that, even if it was just a hug among friends, right?


  “Yeah... it just feels nice, and...” you say, reaching for another pillow to place between your legs as you continue attempting to think up excuses, the reality of the situation finally hitting you. “Fuck...”


  A growing weariness begins to creep into your body and mind, arms hugging at your pillow as your eyelids begin to flutter, heavier and heavier with each second that passes. You wonder what it’d be like to have Mike’s arm wrapped around you in this very moment, and you think back to the sensation of that hug once more for comfort. The fact that you’re laying in bed alone suddenly sinks in, your ears drooping slightly, as your lips curl into a frown. You hug the pillow even tighter to your chest as you continue to imagine having him by your side, and you fight the urge to tear up from how pathetic you feel right now. Focusing on the comforting thoughts of the time you’d spent together and his contagious smile helps push away that urge to cry, finally giving you just enough peace of mind for the intoxicating warmth of the bed to lull you to dreamland.







      

  












      Chapter 6
  








  
  You can scarcely make out the end of the paved trail just up ahead, every muscle in your body screaming as you push yourself to your physical limits. Your lungs feel like they’re on fire. Countless beads of sweat pour down your face as your legs continue carrying you forward at a pace you never thought you could maintain.


  With one final push, you force yourself to your absolute limits. You pick up the pace until you finally reach the end of the trail, sending a feeling of accomplishment over your exhausted body and mind. You couldn’t believe it, but you’d finally done it; beating Ruby to the end of the trail for the first time in the two weeks you’d been jogging together. Even if it had only been by a few seconds, you still felt proud about beating a seasoned runner at their own game.


  “I... finally... beat... you....” you say, panting between words as you struggle to catch your breath, bending over and placing both hands on your knees for support.


  “Not... fair... you cunt....” she pants as she takes a seat against a tree stump, equally as wiped out by the intense jog. “I had to... slow down at... the bend....”


  Once you catch your breath you take a few shaky steps towards her, trying to regain feeling in your legs. You take a quick glance at your watch and realize you only have thirty minutes before you’re late for work. Leaving the house later than you'd intended really threw a wrench into your already tight schedule.


  “I think someone’s just a sore loser,” you smirk, offering your hand to help her up. “Remember last week when you were telling me to try and prove you wrong?”


  “I don’t remember saying anything like that, but if you say so, mate,” she pants, her breath visible in the chilly morning air. “Give me a second though, I feel a little... lightheaded.”


  You didn't think it was possible for her to be equally as worn out as you from jogging, but judging from the damp, dark shade of fur on her face, you had really given her a run for her money today. Despite wanting to give her some time to rest, you knew Kelly wasn’t going to be quite as lenient if you were late again this week. "Hey, I gotta get to work, Ruby. My manager is going to kill me if I'm late again... You mind if I just... carry you to the car?"


  “C-carry me?” she stutters out, shaking her head fervently at your offer. “N-no thanks, I’d rather walk; besides, you look as tired as I am.”


  She tries to get up, putting a hand on the tree stump for support, only for her to let out a muffled cry of pain as her leg buckles beneath her.


  “Shit, you alright?” you ask, leaning down to examine her leg for any injuries. “Where does it hurt?”


  “I-it’s fine, really!” she groans, squirming away from your touch as you run your hands over her furred leg and ankle. “It’s probably nothing Mike, I’ll just have to walk a little more carefully.”


  It becomes glaringly obvious to you that she’s in no condition to get up, let alone walk as you watch her attempt to get up again, only to fall back down. Her tail slaps the ground but fails to keep her from landing flat on her ass with a yelp. Since she refuses to admit to you where, or even if it hurts at all, your hands continue to explore her furred leg in an attempt to find the source of her pain. You try to avoid letting your hands linger in one place for too long, but that doesn’t stop you from feeling the firm musculature of her thigh and calf. When you apply some pressure near her ankle she fails miserably at stifling a yelp. “Jeez… Look, you shouldn’t put weight on that leg for a while, so at least let me carry you to the car, alright?”


  “What, were you thinking of carrying me all the way to work?” she asks, pouting at the mere idea of being carried.


  “Only if you want me to.” You smile as you carefully reposition her leg into a more comfortable position.


  “Hnn… okay, but only because I can’t walk on my own,” she mutters, averting her gaze as she waits for you to pick her up.


  You face away from her before crouching down. “Can you grab on?”


  “You’re... going to give me a... piggyback ride?” she asks as you feel her furred arms wrap tightly around your neck.


  “What, would you rather I princess carry you instead?” you ask, a smirk forming on your face.


  “Sh-shut up,” she mutters, though with how close her muzzle is to your ear you can hear her perfectly.


  “Hold on tight back there, don’t want you to fall,” you say as you stand back up to your full height, taking a careful step to test your balance. “Heavier than I thought.”


  “A-am not,” she stutters into your ear as you slowly start walking towards where you parked your car. “You’re just a weakling, Mike.”


  “Oh yeah?” you grin, turning your head slightly to look back at her. “I think you’re forgetting that this weakling beat you not ten minutes ago.”


  “Dumb luck,” she grumbles, still unwilling to admit defeat.


  You can’t help but smile at her response, knowing she’ll try even harder to beat you on future jogs together. While you’re fairly bundled up in a long-sleeved hoodie and sweatpants, the weather still feels just as nippy this morning as every other for the past two weeks. It only serves to remind you that autumn is just around the corner. Despite that, the chill in the air doesn't affect you too badly with the way Ruby is pressed against your back, her fur brushing against your exposed skin. It almost feels like you’re wearing a thick, fuzzy scarf around your neck with how tightly she wraps her arms around you. The fur on the underside of her thighs presses against your forearms, tickling at your skin while simultaneously warming you. As you continue to walk, you can occasionally feel her thick tail swat against your arms, the impact gently rocking them. You can even feel what you suspect is her chest pressing into your back, though it doesn’t feel like anything you’ve experienced with other girls you’ve carried this way. It feels odd, not quite like a breast, though you can probably chalk that up to the fur covering her skin.


  “I think I can manage from here, Mike. Can you put me down so I can try walking?” she asks, loosening her grip on your neck.


  You decide to mess with her a bit, suddenly bringing your forearms up in order to provide more support, which in turn makes her squeeze your neck tight as she squeaks in surprise. Almost too tightly, as you soon find yourself having difficulty swallowing with the death grip she has around your neck. “Ruby, you- you’re choking me.”


  “Shit, sorry,” she says, and you feel her grip on your neck quickly loosen.


  “It’s alright. So... skipping the gym today or are we still on for that?” you ask, slowing your walk a bit as you step through the grass.


  “I’ll be fine, I’ll just put some ice on it during my lunch break or something, let my foot heal up a little,” she says, a smirk tugging at the corner of her mouth. “Sounds to me like you’re the one that wants to weasel out of a workout, Mike.”


  “I think I’ll be fine so long as- wait. Oh god, please don’t tell me it’s leg day today, Ruby,” you groan as you try to recall your gym schedule.


  “No, it’s chest day today, you dork,” she says, alleviating your worry. “Did you even read the schedule I sent you Monday?”


  “I may have... skimmed through it,” you lie, not having read the whole thing when she texted it to you.


  “Uh huh,” she says as you suddenly feel a pressure on your shoulder. You shift your eyes and see she’s resting her chin on you.


  You continue to trudge through the grass, taking in the many beautiful sights that accompany the shifting seasons. Everything from leaves slowly changing in color to seeing your breath lingering in the chilly air. Despite the rapidly dropping temperatures, autumn and winter are amongst your favorite parts of the year. You continue taking in the beauty in your surroundings, but you're distracted when you hear something very close to your ear. It sounded like... a faint sniffing sound? It was quiet enough that you could ignore it for a little while. Only the sound returns, becoming louder and more forceful as time passes. You eventually turn to face the source of the noise. “Ruby? What are you... doing?”


  “N-nothing,” she stutters, desperately trying to avert her gaze as you watch the insides of her ears and cheeks turn a rosy pink the longer you continue staring at her.


  “Then what was that... sniffing I heard?” you ask, hoping you hadn’t misinterpreted what she was doing.


  “I-it was just... I was just clearing my nose, arsehole!” she says, bringing a hand away from your neck to push at your cheek, forcing you to look away from the blushing mess she currently is.


  You aren’t going to fight her on this, but you can’t help but think back to what Kevin had told you about dealing with Melanie, the conversation about her sniffing him all over still fresh in your mind. Was Ruby... sniffing you? Has she done this before? And if she had, then why were you only starting to notice it now? The best you could hope for is that having confronted her about the sniffing will get her to stop doing it. And for a little while you think she's stopped, that is, until you hear another loud sniff.


  “Ruby?” you ask, looking back at her again and catching her by surprise for the second time in the last few minutes. “Everything alright?”


  “Y-yeah, it’s just allergies, ya’ know?” she mumbles, still not daring to meet your gaze, her cheeks still the same rosy pink they were before. “It smells like you poured a gallon of cologne on your neck though, Mike.”


  “I’ll have you know I only use half a gallon of cologne every morning, thank you very much,” you tease as you finally reach your car, opening the passenger side door and crouching down to let her climb inside. “Sorry if the smell is too strong for you though, I didn’t realize it was that bad.”


  “It’s fine, Mike,” she smiles as she settles into her seat. “Thanks for helping me to the car, my leg is feeling much better already.”


  You can’t help but smile upon seeing her own. “No worries, though my back kind of hurts now....”


  “Am I going to have to carry you later then?” she retorts as she goes to close the door.


  “Only if you want to.”


  On your way to work you think about what happened, wondering if the allergy excuse is legitimate or just her trying to save face after being asked about the sniffing. You figure asking her about it directly probably won’t go over too well, so you instead plan to ask Kevin what he thinks about it once you get to work. While you still think it’s a bit odd that anthros do that kind of thing, the thought of her liking your scent is kind of growing on you. Your thoughts are soon interrupted by the sound of her voice.


  “Hey Mike, you mind dropping me off a bit closer to work today?” she asks, looking at you as she massages her sore leg with both hands. “Can’t exactly walk too far on this leg.”


  “Why don’t you just tell me where you work so I can just drop you off there directly?” you ask, taking your eyes off the road for a quick second to look at her. “That way you don’t have to walk there in the cold every morning.”


  “Don’t worry about it, Mike. Just drop me off at the gas station on Prestdale Avenue, it’s only a block or two away.”


  “If you say so. Don’t come complaining to me when you catch a cold though,” you say, changing course and going just under the speed limit in an attempt to make it there quicker. “With my luck, you’d get me sick too.”


  “Takes more than a little cold to get me down, Mike. Even if I did catch one, it’s not like I’ll be sneezing on you,” she says, still massaging her ankle.


  “I don’t know... with those allergies you’re having I wouldn’t be surprised if you did catch a cold,” you say, carefully structuring your sentence to probe for a response from her.


  “What allerg- oh, allergies, right,” she says, sniffling in what you think is an attempt to throw you off and stop you from asking further questions. “Yeah, they usually start hitting me pretty hard during fall.”


  “So what’s making your allergies act up? Pollen?” you ask, curious since you’ve never been one to suffer from seasonal allergies.


  “What else would it be, Mike?” she asks, looking at you in confusion. “It’s not like I’m allergic to the leaves or anything...”


  “Wh- Then how come you said they only hit you in the fall? Don’t you take any allergy medication?” you ask, doubting her allergy excuse even more now.


  "B-because my usual brand goes out of stock! What is this, an interrogation or something? Why don’t you get off my back about it!” she exclaims, looking away from you before resting her chin on her palm, pouting as she stares out the car window.


  “I was just wondering what it was like to have allergies is all,” you lie, hoping she’s not mad at you for prying about her alleged allergy. “How’s your leg feeling now?”


  “Don’t think it’s sprained or anything,” she mutters, still holding that pout that you find adorable. “Think I’ll be good to walk on it for now, might not be able to jog with you on Monday though.”


  “Might be able to sleep in for the first time in a while,” you chuckle, relieved to hear you’ll finally get a break from the usual routine.


  “What, you’re not going to jog without me?” she asks, sounding surprised at your words. “It’s not like you don’t know the trail by heart, Mike.”


  “Yeah, but it’s a lot more fun with you there. Besides, a little friendly competition never hurt anyone, right?”


  “Well, maybe except this one time with my ankle....” she laughs as she continues massaging her leg.


  “Alright, fair,” you chuckle, though you can’t help but feel responsible for her injury.


  “Gonna hold you accountable since you’re the one that made me hurt myself,” she says, adopting a small smile as she playfully elbows you in the side.


  “Oh please, it wasn’t my fault and you know it,” you say, rolling your eyes for effect. “Besides, I never hold you accountable whenever I hurt myself.”


  “Like the time you charged headfirst into the bushes?” she asks, laughing even harder than before. “Besides, you’re too nice to make me owe anything like that.”


  “So you’re saying you’re rude enough to get away with it?”


  “Your words, not mine, Mike,” she says, a smirk on her face.


  You slowly pull into the gas station, hopping out of your car to help her to her feet. “You sure you don’t want me to just drop you off at work directly? I can still make it to work on time and you won’t have to freeze out here.”


  “I’ll be fine you big baby, I’ve got this coat of fur for a reason, you know?” she says, running a hand over the tuft of fur peeking out from the neck of her hoodie.


  “Alright, alright, if you say so,” you concede, not wanting to impose. “Meet you at the usual spot after work then?”


  “Wouldn’t dare miss it,” she smiles before walking off to her job, a slight limp apparent in the way she moves.


  You watch intently as she begins to walk down the sidewalk, and you quickly notice her irregular gait. Even at this distance you can tell she's relying on her healthy leg to walk and you wince as her limp slowly becomes more pronounced. A pang of guilt courses through you, and you feel as if letting her walk to work in this weather would be irresponsible, despite her insistence on it being no big deal. You fight back the urge to yell out her name for fear of attracting unwanted attention, but an idea suddenly pops into your head. You quickly hop back into your car and try to catch up to her on the sidewalk, slowing down to a crawl as you pull up next to her. Seemingly, she doesn't notice that you're trailing alongside her. Upon closer inspection, you realize she has a pair of earbuds in. You decide to honk your horn twice in order to grab her attention. The second the sound rings out, she flinches and instinctively dodges to the right, practically jumping out of her skin… or rather, fur, in the process. You can’t help but grin at her reaction, though it quickly fades as you watch her frightened expression turn to one of irritation as she reaches up to pull her earbuds out. You roll down the passenger side window as she stomps towards your car, bracing for the worst.


  “What, my ankle wasn’t enough for you, mate?” she asks as you finish rolling down the window. “You trying to see if you can stop my heart too?”


  You want to grin, but you do your best to suppress it as you apologize. “Sorry, but you had earphones in and I didn’t want to stop traffic until you noticed me.”


  “Well, out with it then,” she says, leaning against the open window. “What was so important that you couldn’t just text me about it instead?”


  “I’m not going to let you limp to work in the cold, Ruby.”


  “Ah, you worry too much, mate,” she smiles, waving a hand dismissively at your offer. “I told you I’d be fine, didn’t I?”


  You’re dead set on not taking no for an answer, and you lean over to pop open the passenger side door. “Yeah, well, I’ve learned to ignore you when you insist you’re fine. Now, c’mon, hop in.”


  “Fine, fine, but only because I know you’re hard headed enough to follow me all the way to work if I don’t,” she says as she climbs into your car, and you hear the click of a seatbelt shortly after she settles into the seat. “...Thanks though.”


  “No problem,” you say with a grin, and you quickly take off before you earn the ire of the drivers forced to move around you.


  Not even a minute later, you feel her elbow jab at your side. You quickly glance over at her to see what she wants. “What?”


  "Don't think I didn't catch your little joke, you big dork," she says, failing horribly at masking a slight smile.


  “Huh?” you ask, putting your eyes back on the road.


  “Don’t play dumb, Mike, it doesn’t suit you,” she says with a laugh, lightly jabbing you in the side again. “Hop in… that was pretty bad, mate…”


  You didn't even intend to crack a joke, though it felt nice to make her laugh. Despite her words, her smile betrays her thoughts on your unintentional wordplay. “Thanks. So, you want to plug in the address? Because I have no clue where we’re going.”


  “Oh shit, right. Sorry about that, let me just…” she says, reaching for the cheap dash-mounted GPS you’d bought recently before plugging in the address. “Alright... there you are.”


  For a moment you’re positive you misheard the GPS’ voice, so you take a quick glance to confirm the destination on the screen matched up. But there it was on the screen, clear as day, the destination set to Coral Coast Elementary.


  "Huh... You, uh... You work there or are you just picking-" you start to ask, before quickly being interrupted by Ruby.


  "Yeah," she responds, though with the way her tone suddenly shifts, you quickly realize you shouldn’t pry any further.


  You want to ask her exactly what she does there, though you doubt you'd get even so much as a peep out of her considering it’s taken her two weeks to tell you where she works. You can't really imagine her being a schoolteacher, but you could definitely see her being a P.E. teacher with her dedication to fitness. The thought of her shouting words of encouragement at the kids brings a small smile to your face, even though it’s just as likely that she’s an office worker. Hell, it’s even possible that she has to fill in for absent teachers on occasion.


  A thought crosses your mind, causing you to silently chuckle and crack a slight smile. In an attempt to lighten the mood, you ask, "So, you want me to carry you all the way inside too, or...?"


  "N-No!" she responds, her reaction only causing your smile to widen. “I can still walk, you know…”


  "I’m kidding, Ruby," you say, and you briefly wonder why the idea of being carried flusters her so much.


  "Yeah, b-but... I know you'd try and do it anyways, you dumb dag," she grumbles, a quick glance revealing a light pink hue on her cheeks.


  Within minutes you find yourself pulling into the school’s strangely empty parking lot, coming to a stop in front of the school’s main entrance. “Here we are. You sure you don’t want me to carry you inside?”


  “Not as funny the second time around, Mike,” she chuckles as she slings a small gym bag over her shoulder, which you assume contains a change of clothes. “Thanks for… you know, dropping me off.”


  “No problem,” you reply with a smile. “Is it uh, normal for there to be nobody here this late?”


  “School’s still out, Mike,” she explains, chuckling again. “They make us come in two weeks before to get everything ready for the new school year. It’s kind of a pain in the arse, but at least we get paid for it.”


  “Oh,” you say, embarrassed by your lack of knowledge regarding teacher schedules. “Well, I should probably get going before I’m late for work. You want me to swing by later and pick you up?”


  “Yeah, that’d be... great, actually,” she says, tucking away an errant strand of hair behind one of her ears. “I’ll shoot you a text message when I get off work.”


  "Cool, see you later then,” you say, wincing slightly as you watch her limp towards the building.


  She’s almost halfway to the doors when a thought suddenly strikes you. "Hey, wait!" you shout, causing her to stop and look back at you. "Should I pick you up at the usual spot or here at the school?"


  She blankly stares at you for a moment, your question seemingly catching her off guard. After almost a minute of silent contemplation she finally answers, the uncertainty in her voice palpable. "Uh, well... sure, here’s fine, I guess. I know you'd just bug me about it if I said the usual spot works for me."


  "Oh come on, I’m not that bad. I’ll see you later then," you say, flashing her a smile before she turns back around. You continue watching and wait for her to step into the building before closing the car door.


  As you pull out of the parking lot, your mind wanders to earlier events, still unsure if her sniffing was really caused by allergies. Maybe she has a good reason for it that she doesn't feel comfortable sharing with you? You shake your head slightly and briefly wonder if you're just overthinking things. Either way, you take solace in the fact that you have Kevin to help settle those thoughts. A quick glance at the dash shows you only have five minutes before you’re officially late for work. As you drive to work, you hope to god that Kelly had to call in sick this morning.


  You aren’t exactly thrilled to be coming into work this early in the morning, but the thought of a three day weekend keeps you going. While coming in an hour earlier is a slight inconvenience, knowing you’d be able to spend more time at the gym with Ruby was a worthwhile tradeoff. It never made very much sense to you as you would rarely have customers coming in for ice cream this early in the morning, especially given the chilly weather. In fact, you considered the weather an upside as you didn’t have to rush to prepare the store for customers. You make your way inside and clock in for your shift, before taking a quick detour to the bathroom to change into your work clothes. After switching out your sweat soaked clothes for the dry outfit, you walk into the back to greet Kevin.


  “What’s up man?” you ask, sauntering over to Kevin before putting a hand on his back. “Kelly wasn’t looking for me, was she?”


  “Nah, she’s holed up in the freezer taking inventory,” he says, struggling to stifle a yawn. “I don’t think she even noticed you weren’t around yet.”


  “Thanks for covering for me, man. Melanie still keeping you up, I see,” you grin and his expression quickly turns to a glare. “Speaking of, she ever tell you when this date thing is supposed to go down?”


  The moment the words leave your mouth it’s as if a light bulb suddenly turns on in his head. You can only watch in intrigue as he starts snapping his fingers, as if trying to recall something.


  “Fuck, I forgot to tell you, didn’t I? Please, please tell me you found a date to bring already,” he says and you can immediately see the worry in his eyes.


  “Slow down, forgot to tell me what?” you ask, putting a hand on his shoulder in an attempt to calm him down.


  “I forgot to tell you on Wednesday before I clocked out, but the date is tomorrow,” he says, his head now in his hands. “Fuck. Melanie is going to kill me.”


  “Look, just calm down, alright? There’s still plenty of time to figure something out,” you say, tightening your grip on his shoulder to try and snap him out of his panicked state.


  “She’s been looking forward to this for weeks, if she finds out it’s my fault you couldn’t find a date in time, she’s going to be pissed.”


  You feel bad for him, but at the same time you realize the blame lies squarely on him for forgetting in the first place. It wasn’t like you hadn’t been trying to find a date since the very first time he mentioned the double date, you just weren’t having much luck in getting anyone to take you up on the offer. Some said they’d be busy that day and others just flat out turned you down. You’ve been praying it wouldn’t have to come to this, but Ruby was looking like a more attractive option with each passing day, in more ways than one. And what Kevin had said the week before had some truth to it, it wasn’t like she was going to turn you down if you asked. Or at least, you don’t think she will, right? If she turns you down though, Kevin's going to be in some hot water with his girlfriend, and you really doubt you'll find someone else in time.


  You can’t help but feel guilty for only thinking of Ruby as a last resort option. Especially considering how much time you were spending with her as of late, jogging every morning and working out together on most afternoons. As much as you hate to admit it, she’s starting to grow on you, even if her brashness can be a bit much to handle at times. It was unfair to her, but one of the reasons you wanted to exhaust your options before even thinking of asking her was how she’d reacted to your harmless jokes before. Even when she gets upset at the things you say, you can’t help but find her exaggerated gestures of anger cute in an odd way. And for whatever reason, you can feel a knot forming in your stomach at the mere thought of asking her out, a feeling you haven’t felt since high school. With the date slated to happen tomorrow, you’ll have to ask her today at the latest in order to give her some time to prepare. You take a moment to think about when the best possible time to ask her will be. After giving it some thought, you ultimately settle on asking her on the way to the gym, ruling out the possibility of doing it over the phone.


  “Look, don’t worry about it man. I’ll find a date even if it kills me, I promise,” you say, giving him a firm pat on the back.


  “You’re a fucking lifesaver, Mike, really,” he says, breathing a sigh of relief at your words. “Are you going to ask that one girl? What was her name again? Could’ve sworn it started with an R...”


  “Ruby,” you say, finishing his sentence. “Speaking of, I was going to ask you for some advice while we’re on the subject.”


  “My man's looking to score, huh?” he asks, a shit-eating grin forming on his face. “Now you get to share in my pain too, fucker.”


  “Nah, it’s nothing like that, man,” you say, sheepishly rubbing at the back of your neck. “It’s just... she did something today that has me kind of confused.”


  “Well, what is it?” he asks, putting a hand on your shoulder. “Shoot.”


  “Alright, this is probably going to sound dumb, but what exactly does it mean when an anthro girl sniffs you? I’ve been trying to figure it out all morning and it’s driving me crazy.”


  He skeptically raises an eyebrow at you. “What... were you doing that had you close enough for you to notice her sniffing?”


  “Look, it’s a long story, but I was giving her a piggyback ride when it happened,” you explain, hands gesturing as you talk. “She says it was just her allergies acting up but I don’t buy the excuse at all.”


  “Come on, you can’t just say something like that and then not fully explain it, man,” he laughs, slapping your back. “You can trust me to not say anything to anyone else, I swear.”


  “It’s not that interesting of a story, really. She just twisted her ankle this morning and couldn’t walk on her own so I gave her a piggyback ride through the park, that’s all. The sniffing part happened on the way back to my car; it started kind of quiet at first so I didn’t really pay it much mind but after a while it started getting louder and louder.”


  He scratches at his chin for a moment before responding. “Honestly, it’s kind of hard to say, man. It could just mean she likes your cologne, or maybe you just smell nice to her. Either way if you’re going to ask her out it’s definitely a good sign.”


  The knot in your stomach only tightens upon hearing his explanation for her behavior. For some reason, the thought of asking her out and her taking it the wrong way worries you more than just outright rejection. You don’t want to ruin the friendship you’ve developed over the last two weeks, but at the same time, leaving your best friend hanging isn't an option. The conundrum makes your head ache slightly, but you try your best to power through it as you plan a course of action for when you meet Ruby later today. Maybe it’s best if you’re direct instead of trying to weave the question in during conversation? A million thoughts fly through your head before you feel Kevin shake your shoulder to get your attention.


  “You alright, Mike?”


  “Y-yeah, yeah, just... thinking about some stuff. Don’t know what to make of the whole sniffing thing, really. Especially since she said my cologne was too str-”


  And just like that everything clicks; it all makes sense now. She was complaining about your cologne being too strong earlier which meant she was actually trying to smell... your scent? Was your cologne getting in the way of her doing that? What if it really was just her allergies acting up and you were just over-analyzing things? You try your best to not think about it for the time being, figuring you’ll get a definitive answer if it ever happens again.


  “You were saying, Mike?”


  “Don’t worry about it. Just something silly I was thinking about,” you say with a dismissive wave of your hand.


  “If you say so,” he says, shrugging before going back to wiping down the counters.


  You check the time on your phone and groan when you realize only half an hour has passed since you clocked into work, your shift seemingly spanning an eternity with how slow time appears to be passing. You head towards the freezer to get a headstart on bringing the tubs of yogurt and ice cream to the serving areas. Oddly enough, you’re hoping you run into Kelly to help pass some more time. Sure enough, she’s exactly where Kevin said you could find her, clipboard in hand. She apparently hasn’t noticed your presence, seemingly too busy tiptoeing to count some things on the upper shelves of the massive walk-in freezer.


  “Morning, Kelly.”


  “Morning, Mike,” she says, not looking up from her clipboard as she greets you. “You mind helping me out for a second? Can you count how many tubs of sprinkles we have on the top shelf?”


  You take a quick peek at the shelf she’s pointing at. “Sure. I count five, six, seven tubs.”


  “Thanks, Mike; oh, and one more thing I was going to ask you,” she says, looking up to meet your gaze. “Would you be available to come in Sunday? Someone on the afternoon shift called in sick and they’re offering overtime to anyone willing to cover.”


  You want to say no, but you remember just how much money you spent on formal clothing the week before. It’s a pretty tempting offer to get paid overtime for an entire shift. “I’ll probably be able to, what time do you need me to be here?”


  “Just try to be here before 2pm if possible. You’ll be closing up the store too so you’ll get paid for the extra hour as well.”


  “Alright, but no promises though, I’ll make sure to call if I can’t make it.”


  “Sounds good to me,” she says, flashing you a quick smile before going back to doing inventory.


  You grab as many tubs of the ice cream as you can carry and make your way back to the front, placing them down on the counter before going back for more. Kevin is hard at work wiping down tables and counters while you load up the serving area with toppings and enough varieties of frozen yogurt to make anyone’s head spin. You decide to strike up another conversation with him while you wait for customers to start trickling in.


  “So, what restaurant did your girlfriend decide on for this thing? You forgot to mention that too.”


  “Oh, right, sorry. Some fancy place downtown called la Morsure Marocaine, if I’m even pronouncing that right,” he says, shrugging. “Either way it’s supposed to be really good, and it took Melanie a week and a half to get reservations for four.”


  “Really good, and really expensive too, if I had to guess,” you groan, trying not to think about how much money you’ve spent in the past two weeks. “I hope it really is as good as you say it is.”


  “Trust me, you’re going to like it,” he says, playfully jabbing you with his elbow. “Plus it’ll be one hell of a first impression for that Ruby girl.”


  “You say that like I’m good with dinner dates or something,” you say, struggling to recall the last time you went on one. “I’m rustier than a shipwreck when it comes to dating.”


  “You’re exaggerating man, weren’t you and Kelly dating a few months ago?”


  “Yeah, but my dates with her were way different than... whatever this is supposed to be,” you explain, rubbing at the back of your neck. “I had to buy new clothes for this because none of my old dress shirts would fit me anymore.”


  “You could’ve just asked to borrow one of mine man, I would’ve helped you out. Though I’m not sure if my stuff would fit you.”


  “The damage to my wallet is already done, but thanks.”


  The rest of the day goes by with nothing of note happening, though you draw the short straw and end up having to clean the men’s restroom after the lunch rush. Which, coincidentally, almost made you lose your lunch after seeing the state it was left in. After that horrible task is over with, you’re left counting down the minutes until you can leave for the afternoon, though you’re still thinking about what you’re going to say to Ruby later, reciting potential lines in your head.


  ‘Hey Ruby, are you going to be busy tomorrow?’ you think before scrapping it in favor of something else.


  ‘You want to grab dinner with me tomorrow?’ It’s not bad, but it still sounds too forward and you aren’t sure how she’ll react to that.


  No matter how many sentences you brainstorm, none of them seem suitable for her. Everything you can come up with seems either too direct or something she can easily misinterpret. You just hope to god your brain will come up with something satisfactory before it’s time to ask the question. Your stomach does flips at the thought of it all. It really does feel like you’re back in high school again, berating yourself and wondering why something as simple as asking someone on a platonic date is giving you so much trouble. You find yourself wondering if you can really consider this a platonic date at this point. Are you just telling yourself that so you can feel better about things if they end up going south? Not that you want them to go south, but after everything you went through with Kelly you aren’t exactly sure how or even if you could avoid having future friendships and relationships blow up in your face. You realize prematurely psyching yourself out is the wrong way to go about it. Trying your hardest to think positive thoughts as you stare at the wall-mounted clock, you groan a little when you realize there’s still nearly an hour left before you get off work.


  You pull out your phone during the brief reprieve you have from serving customers to see if anybody else had responded to you about coming along as your date. Nothing of note besides an extremely shaky maybe from a girl you knew back in college. Admittedly, maybe you are coming across a bit desperate since you’re contacting people you haven’t really talked to for a few years, but letting down a stranger is infinitely easier than letting down someone you care about. That thought gives you momentary pause; is that really how you feel about Ruby? Someone you... care about? It’s not like friends aren’t allowed to care about each other, but you can’t shake the feeling that the two of you have something unique, not quite a relationship, but not a purely platonic friendship either. It’s something that’s been on your mind for almost a week now, ever since that night the two of you spent at the mall. In hindsight, the two of you acted more like a couple than what most would consider to be just friends; only emphasized further by her friend mistaking the two of you for a couple. You chalk it up to your bad habit of reading too much into things that aren’t there and try to get your mind off things by shooting Ruby a text.


  ‘Still on for the gym in an hour?’


  ‘You know it, a bum leg isn’t going to stop me, Mike,’ she replies, and you can’t help but smile at her determination. “I’ll shoot you another text when I’m off work.”


  Ruby's insistence on making it to every gym session and jog through the park, no matter how tired she may seem, always manages to send a surge of motivation through you during your workouts. You greatly respect her can-do attitude in regards to exercise, especially with how much you’ve struggled to stay consistent in the past. You realize she hasn’t missed or skipped out on a single jog or workout session in the past two weeks, not even on days when she admitted to not sleeping very well. You tried not to show concern over how frequently she seemed to have trouble sleeping, but you always wondered if something serious was causing it. However, you always ultimately decide against asking her directly. You know that dancing around the issue isn’t exactly the greatest way to go about things, going off of prior experiences. You justify your actions by remembering the way she reacted before to your prying about her personal life, namely when the two of you first met. The experience left you afraid to talk about anything serious with her, a fear you’re going to have to get over real soon. You would be lying if you said you didn’t feel a little anxious at the thought of asking her on a date, though it might just be your lunch disagreeing with you.


  You decide to approach Kevin again in order to ask him a few things about the date. “Hey, so what time am I supposed to show up at the restaurant?”


  “The reservation is for 9pm, but try to be there by 8:30 if you can, Melanie won’t let me live it down if you’re late.”


  “Got it, anything else I should know?”


  “I know you said earlier you already went clothes shopping, so I don’t have to tell you to dress nice,” he says, pausing for a moment to think. “Oh yeah, make sure you tell your date that too.”


  “Yeah, yeah, you worry too much, man. I think that girl is starting to rub off on you, in more ways than one,” you smirk before giving him a firm pat on the back.


  “Ha, ha, real funny. Help me finish cleaning up so we can get out of here early, will you?”


  “Sure,” you say, doing your best to stifle a laugh.


  Through your combined efforts you have the store tidied up in no time. Before you know it every chair is neatly stacked on its respective table, both counters are absolutely spotless and all the tubs of yogurt are tucked safely inside the freezer to be used another day. As much as you hate to admit it, while you don’t exactly love coming into work, you’re starting to feel an odd sense of pride for keeping the store shipshape throughout your shift. You’re sure Kelly appreciates your efforts going off what she told you about the franchise owner being a neat freak. After putting away the cleaning supplies, you sling the gym bag you’d stashed earlier over your shoulder and make your way outside after saying your goodbyes. Once you pop the trunk of your car open and toss your bag inside, you unlock your phone to send Ruby a text asking if it’s okay to swing by the school this early. You hear some rustling in the bushes behind you, briefly turning around to look for the source of the noise before going back to what you were doing. You send the message and move to put your phone back into your pocket, but you briefly pause as you hear a ding past the rustling of the leaves behind you. You look down at your phone in confusion, only to find there’s no notification from the messaging app. You let out an audible "Huh," chalking it up to be a glitch.


  Suddenly you feel two hands grip your waist tight and a loud ‘boo’ coming from behind you, the noise nearly enough to make you jump out of your skin. You feel your chest grow tight at the sudden contact and you quickly flip around only to find a laughing Ruby with the biggest grin you’d seen on her in a long time.


  “Oh man, I got you good, didn’t I?” she asks, that same shit eating grin still plastered on her face. “Didn’t know you were so easy to scare, Mike...”


  “Shit, you act like that wouldn’t scare just about anyone you tried it on,” you say, still clutching at your now pounding chest. “You trying to give me a heart attack or something? I won’t be able to give you rides to work everyday if you kill me, you know.”


  “Was it really that bad?“ she chuckles, looking up at you with a hint of concern showing on her face. “Just wanted to surprise you is all. And maybe get a little payback for scaring me earlier.”


  “It’s fine,” you say once you manage to catch your breath. “How’s your leg feeling now? Wait, you didn’t walk here did you? I just texted you about coming to pick you up and then-


  "Relax, mate, I didn't walk here. I was going to wait for you to pick me up, but they let us go early so I bummed a ride off Lily. Was going to come in for a cone, but then I saw you leaving the store and decided to spook ya'," she smirks, playfully nudging your side. "If I didn't know any better though, I'd almost say you've been worrying about me."


  “What, friends aren’t allowed to worry about each other anymore?” you ask, rubbing the back of your neck as you feel your cheeks burn. “Plus it kind of was my fault...”


  She chuckles again before jumping up to sit on the trunk of your car, her tail swaying ever so slightly.


  “Don’t be such a dork, I was just kidding about it being your fault,” she says, gently poking you in the ribs. “Though I do want a rematch next week, and I won’t take no for an answer.”


  “I mean, if you want to lose again... who am I to say no?” you grin, and you throw the passenger side door open for her. “Really though, how’s your leg?”


  “Still hurts a little, but the ice I put on it during my break helped,” she says, bending down a bit to poke at her ankle. “So long as I don’t do any leg exercises it should heal up quick. Let’s get going before it gets dark on us though.”


  You help her down from the trunk and into her seat before taking off for the gym.


  While your outer appearance could fool someone into thinking you’re relatively composed, internally you’re anything but. You occasionally take your eyes off the road to glance at Ruby, only to find her looking out the window or checking something on her phone. You’re sweating bullets and your stomach is doing flips, reminding you of the time you’d worked up the courage to ask an older girl out during your freshman year of high school. For the life of you, you can’t figure out why you feel this way. You instead focus your thoughts on coming up with something to say when the time comes; you hope the feelings go away when you finally do. For a brief moment you entertain the idea of asking her right now, on the way to the gym. You quickly shake the offending idea out of your head as you consider other options. Maybe it'd be better to ask her after your workout together? Or maybe on the way to her house, just before saying your goodbyes? Even with so many good opportunities available to you, you're left feeling frozen and terrified at the thought of approaching her. What the hell is wrong with you? Just the thought of it alone is enough to make your chest tighten and your breaths grow shallow.


  “So, about that date you mentioned, Mike.”


  “W-what,” you stammer out, almost choking on your own saliva at the mere mention of a date.


  “The date you said you were going on last week, how’d that go?” she asks with an eager look in her eyes.


  “O-oh, that,” you say, trying to compose yourself before she figures out something’s up with you. “Still haven't worked out a good day for it, been working pretty much every day this week.”


  “You figure out who you’re going with yet or that strictly need to know?” she chuckles, playfully elbowing your rib.


  You smile at the fact that she still remembers your secret agent shtick from last week. “Not yet, kind of makes it more fun that way, I think.”


  “Sounds like a disaster waiting to happen, if you ask me,” she says as you pull into the gym parking lot. “Then again, so long as you make sure she’s not crazy you should be fine.”


  You take a deep breath before popping your seatbelt out and leaving the car. You open the trunk of your car and sling your bag over your shoulder before closing it. You start walking towards the gym only to stop when you realize Ruby isn’t by your side, turning around to see she’s still standing by your car, eyes glued to her phone.


  “Ruby!” you call out, getting her attention as you watch her quickly look at you and put her phone away. She ducks back into the car to lock it before closing the car door behind her before slowly making her way over to you. You can tell she was being honest about her leg still hurting, her discomfort apparent in her expression with each step she takes. “Everything alright?”


  “Yeah, sorry, just got a text about some work stuff I’ve got to deal with this weekend.”


  You quickly make your way inside, shuddering a bit at the drastic change in temperature. If you had to name one good reason to keep coming to the gym during the fall and winter, it would be the fact that they keep it nice and toasty. You quickly make your way towards the locker rooms to get changed before going back outside, doing your best to think positive thoughts the entire time. You do some stretches while you wait for Ruby to change, figuring your session today is going to be extra grueling to make up for her lost pride earlier; something you aren’t exactly looking forward to considering your arms already feel like noodles from your last workout. Still, you’re no quitter and the stretches will help you get through things, at least, you hope they will. After you finish your set of stretches you notice Ruby making her way out of the locker room, a light blush shining through the light brown patches of fur on her face. You berate yourself for it, but the first thing your eyes are drawn to when she comes up to you are her impossibly tight workout clothes. She’s wearing a sports bra and a very, very revealing pair of black bike shorts, something you’d never seen her wear since the two of you met. You were far more used to seeing her in hoodies, sweatpants, jeans or chinos if she was feeling particularly fancy. The muscle definition in her legs only serves to accentuate her wide hips and thighs, making it a feast to the eyes as she stretches and flexes the muscle in her legs. You’re thankful her skin is covered in fur, because otherwise the sights you’re taking in would’ve been enough to awaken Mike Jr. from his slumber. You don’t even want to imagine what her ass looks like in them, considering how much you struggle to avert your gaze when she wears tight fitting sweatpants. Today’s workout is shaping up to be an interesting one with the temptation facing you.


  “My eyes are up here, Mike,” she says, her eyes darting around as she avoids your gaze, ears and tail twitching as if they have a mind of their own.


  Your thoughts come to a loud crash as you try to come up with an excuse for gawking at her like a moron. “S-sorry, just not used to seeing you dressed like that.”


  “I left my gym bag at work, had to make do with the stuff I left in my locker....” she stammers, seemingly trying her best to keep a stoic face despite the blush tinting her cheeks.


  “So, what do you want to do today? Free weights, machines?” you ask, changing the subject while giving her options as to not force her into a hard workout with an injured leg.


  “How about we just do some body-weight stuff, a couple of machines and then finish up on the punching bag, sound good, mate?”


  “Yeah, let’s do it.”


  The two of you make your way towards the unoccupied bodyweight exercise area of the gym and start doing some stretches to warm up. You do your best to avert your gaze as she bends over to touch the tips of her toes, fighting the temptation to look down at her toned rear. After you’ve both stretched sufficiently, you grab a mat and set it down on the floor, getting into position to do some push ups. Your arms struggle to keep you up by the fortieth pushup, and you do your best to make it to fifty before calling it quits.


  “Come on, Mike, don’t tell me you’re giving up already,” she says while repeating the same motions on an adjacent mat.


  “Easy... for you... to say,” you grunt, pushing off the mat once more. “You don’t weigh nearly as much as I do.”


  You watch as she stands to her full height again, finishing her set without even breaking a sweat. She crouches down to stare you in the face as you continue to power through your last ten reps. Unfortunately, in doing so she’s unintentionally given you front row seats to stare directly between her thighs and you avert your gaze the second you feel Mike Jr. start to wake from his slumber. You already have enough on your mind as is, and explaining why you have a half chub to Ruby is the last thing you want to do right now. You instead opt to focus your gaze on the mat beneath you.


  “Weren’t you saying I was heavy this morning, Mike?” she smirks, resting her elbows on her thighs. “I think you’re just being a soft cunt and making up excuses. If you want to tap out, cough cough, andbeabitch, nobody’s stopping you.”


  “I’m- nghh -making up excuses?” you grunt as you push out your last rep, pushing off the mat with enough force to stand upright again. “I distinctly remember a certain kangaroo belting out excuse after excuse this morning.”


  “Come on, that’s not fair….” she mutters, also getting up from her crouched position. “My leg starting hurting halfway through, and you know it.”


  “There she goes again with the excuses,” you grin as you walk towards the free weight rack, pulling two fifty pound dumbbells off it. “It’s alright to be a sore loser so long as you own up to it, Ruby.”


  “Wha- What do you mean by sore loser?” she sputters, glaring at you as you continue to hold your smug grin. “I did hurt my leg earlier, you smug little arsehole. You can’t even say I’m lying about it because you had to carry me to your car.”


  “Alright, alright, I’ll make an exception this one time,” you smile as you start your first set of curls. “Jokes aside, how’s your leg feeling now? Still hurt to walk on it?”


  “A little bit, but nothing I can’t ignore,” she says, walking over to the rack and pulling two thirty pound dumbbells off it. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you’re still feeling a little guilty about it, Mike.”


  “What, I’m not allowed to ask how your leg is feeling?” you ask, reracking your dumbbells before retrieving a heavier set from the rack. “I really didn’t mean for you to get hurt.”


  She performs her first set of curls with near-perfect form, something you rarely see from anyone with the exception of the odd bodybuilder. Your gym isn’t exactly exclusive to those who are serious about lifting, but the location’s nice and the price is very agreeable when compared to other gyms in the area. Plus, if you went to any of those other gyms, you might’ve never gotten to know Ruby in the first place.


  “I’m just uff-” she grunts, struggling to complete her second second set of curls. “-messing around with you, Mike. I already told you earlier it wasn’t your fault.”


  As you work through your second and third set of curls, your mind wanders to your earlier thoughts about when and where to propose the idea of a double date, while minimizing the risk of putting yourself in an awkward situation. At first you figure it’d probably be best to ask on the way to her house, but you quickly strike down the idea as you realize it would only put more pressure on her to give a definitive answer. After giving it some more thought, you decide it’s in the best interest of both of you to wait until you drop her off at her apartment to pop the question, where the odds of causing a scene anyone would witness are significantly lower. With that dilemma solved, you push through your final set before re-racking the weights.


  You watch her re-rack the pair of dumbbells, following closely behind her as she makes her way towards the lateral pulldown machine. It's hard to resist the urge to smirk as you watch her unorthodox method of operating the machine. First, she sets a pin on the appropriate weight before hopping up to grab the bar, pulling it down with her before sitting down on the bench. You never admitted it to her for fear of getting the wind knocked out of you again, but something about the way she hops is really cute to you. As you make your way around to the other side of the machine, you're surprised when you notice exactly how much weight she's lifting. Despite her relatively compact frame, she still has a surprisingly amount of upper-body strength, pulling down a fairly impressive 140 pounds with each rep. You can tell she's pushing herself to her limits, though you're unsure if it's related to her defeat this morning or if she's motivated by something else entirely.


  You do your best to hold back a chuckle when she finishes her sets, watching as the weight pulls her completely off the ground once she gets her legs out from under the knee anchors. She lets loose a surprised yelp before quickly letting go of the bar and dropping back down to the ground. She turns to face you as she stretches her arms, trying her hardest to pretend what you just saw hadn't happened. You can’t hold back a quiet snicker, though it quickly dies in your throat when you realize she probably heard the noise, judging from her quickly narrowing eyes.


  “What’s so funny, arsehole?” she asks, the look on her face telling you she wasn’t buying your suddenly stoic expression.


  “Nothing,” you say, trying to think of an excuse for your snickering. “Just saw someone almost eat shit on the treadmill over there.”


  “Hmm….” she says, as if unsure whether or not she should buy your excuse. “Alright, hurry up and get your sets done, I need to get home early today.”


  You take a seat on the bench and adjust the weight before pulling the bar down to neck level, starting your set. “Why’s that? Is it that work stuff you mentioned earlier?”


  “Yeah, though it’s really not a big deal, just some paperwork I’ve got to fill out, really,” she says, cracking her knuckles as she continues to stretch. “Figure I might as well take care of it today so I don't have to fill it out last minute. Speaking of, you doing anything this Saturday? Maybe we could hit up that laser tag place again.”


  “Oh, so you did have fun playing laser tag,” you smirk, pausing your set to take a short rest and a swig from your water bottle. “I’ll be busy tomorrow, but we can probably do something on Sunday if you want, I’m free then.”


  “Sounds good, I’ll shoot you a message then.”


  You pick back up where you left off, continuing to plow through your penultimate set when you notice Ruby doing something out of the corner of your eye. It isn’t immediately obvious but you can tell she’s staring you down as you continue your set, watching as she occasionally tears her gaze away before quickly training her eyes on you again. It's beyond flattering, but at the same time, being stared down like a piece of meat makes you feel a bit uneasy. Is this how she might've felt if she noticed your wandering eyes? You feel a bit guilty, though you cast the thoughts away as you continue your set. You reckon if she had noticed your near drooling state from earlier, you wouldn't just hear from her about it, you'd have another fresh bruise somewhere below the belt line for the trouble.


  'Then again, you doubt she could hit very far above the belt line to begin with,' you muse, breaking a smirk at the thought as you near the latter half of your set.


  Still, you can't help but silently appreciate her unspoken compliment. You do your best to not let her know you're aware of her actions. For a moment you wonder if this has anything to do with her sniffing from earlier, which she still claimed was just her allergies acting up. You finish up your set and the weight clangs down onto the rest of the stack when you let go of the bar.


  “All set, is there anything else you wanted to do?” you ask as you wipe down the seat.


  “Not really,” she says, not quite meeting your gaze despite shamelessly ogling you just moments before. “Don’t feel like changing back into my other clothes though, so I’ll just wait for you out front.”


  “Be right back then,” you say, grabbing your water bottle and making your way towards the locker rooms to change back into your street clothes.


  Gym bag in tow and feeling refreshed after a good workout, you make your way to the front of the gym at a brisk pace. However, you stop as the nerve wracking feelings of dread and anxiety return at the realization that you still have yet to pop the question. You try to reassure yourself that it's just an irrational worry since, best you could tell, she was into you, at least physically. The fact that asking something so simple has become a problem for you, especially when you never had any issue asking women on dates in college, is a little concerning. You'd think the reason you're struggling to come up with the right words to say is because you're afraid of how it'll affect your friendship with her. You wouldn’t call her an angry person, but the way she’d taken perfectly innocent questions from you in the past made you wary about the way you phrased things around her. Being sensitive didn’t make her a bad friend exactly, since you’d come to enjoy her company in the two weeks you’ve known each other, but you desperately wished she wasn’t just to make things easier on yourself. You push open the door, stepping back into the bitter cold.


  “T-took you long enough,” she mutters, her teeth chattering as she rubs her furred arms for warmth. “I’m f-freezing out here.”


  “Sorry, just got caught up thinking about some stuff,” you say, your own honesty surprising you.


  “You still worried about that date stuff, mate?” she asks, looking up at you with a concerned expression. “A guy like you? I’m sure it’ll go fine no matter who ends up being your date. Hell, any girl would be lucky to have you as their date.”


  “Thanks, Ruby,” you smile, her compliment lifting your spirits and chipping away at your anxiety.


  “You’re welcome, now let’s get going before my f-fur f-freezes in place, ya’ cunt,” she shivers and you feel her icy touch on your bare skin as she takes hold of your forearm and begins to drag you towards your car.


  You pause outside your car for a moment as you think about what she’d said to you just moments ago. You're not the greatest at picking up on social cues sometimes, but even you can recognize that she’d meant something else by her expression and tone. Was she hoping you’d ask her out instead of whatever girl she thought you were going to ask instead? Or was she just being respectful and trying to lift your spirits? There aren’t many other ways to interpret her saying that ‘any girl would be lucky to have you as their date’ though, which makes you even more confident she isn’t going to turn down your proposal when you ask.


  You throw your gym bag into the back before getting in the driver’s seat and starting on the car. You figure she’d appreciate some warmth given her earlier shivering, so you fiddle with the knobs on the console to warm up the car a bit. The unit doesn’t work too great considering the car’s age, but anything is better than nothing. You quickly pull off the parking lot, not even needing your GPS to make your way to her apartment, knowing the route by heart now.


  “Thanks,” she mutters, a quick glance over telling you she’s staring out the window.


  “For what?”


  “For turning on the heating,” she says, shifting in her seat to face you. “I owe you tons of gas money for all these rides home.”


  “Eh, don’t worry about it, it’s not like your apartment is far from where I live.” You shrug, twisting the knob one more click for just a bit more toastiness. “Plus, what am I supposed to do? Just let you freeze to death walking home? I wouldn’t hear the end of it if my mom ever found out I did something like that.”


  “Well, if you put it that way,” she laughs, putting a hand over her mouth to muffle herself. “Be sure to thank your mom for me then. I still feel like I owe you something though. Tell you what, next time we go for lunch together it’s on me, mate.”


  “Alright, fair enough. I’m not going to say no to free food.”


  The rest of the car ride is fairly uneventful, the two of you making a bit more small talk before finally reaching your destination. You take a deep breath as you park the car, mentally preparing yourself for what you’re about to do. Despite still not having figured out the exact words to say, you’re fairly confident that you can get your point across without messing things up. You start to speak, but the words die in your throat as her voice rings out and interrupts you.


  “So, are you up for lunch and laser tag on Sunday, then?" she asks as she gathers her belongings before opening the passenger side door.


  “It’s a date,” you say, the words leaving your mouth before you can stop yourself. “I-I mean, uh… yeah, a lunch date. Sorry, still thinking about that date tomorrow.”


  “Okay....” she says, not sure what to make of your panicked outburst. “I’ll give you a call Sunday morning then, alright?”


  “Yeah, that’d be uh, great, actually,” you say, cursing your tongue for betraying you. “Have a goodnight and good luck with taking care of that busywork.”


  “Thanks, Mike,” she says, flashing you a smile before hopping out of the car. “You have a goodnight too and… have fun on your date tomorrow.”


  “Ruby, wait-” you mutter, far too quietly to grab her attention, not wanting to shout and risk startling her.


  You watch as she walks up the small stone steps to her apartment, waiting until she’s safely inside to turn the car back on.


  “Fuck,” you curse under your breath. “What am I going to do now?”


  You feel like a dipshit the entire way home and then some, letting out a long drawn out sigh as you unlock the door to your apartment. You toss your gym bag onto the floor near the couch and empty the contents of your pockets onto the living room coffee table. Once you plop yourself down onto your comfortable couch, your mind begins to race as you try to come up with a way to rectify your collosal fuckup. Kevin is still counting on you to have a date for tomorrow and with such little time left, Ruby is the only person you can think to ask. And you blew your one chance to do so spectacularly, your tongue tying itself into a knot the one time you need it to cooperate with you. You reach for the remote and turn on the TV as you try to come up with a solution, leaning back into the soft cushions. Apparently you’d left it on the news channel judging from the stern news anchor that suddenly appears on the screen.


  ‘Thank you for joining us tonight, I’m Lucas Ross and you’re tuned into the Channel Nine evening news, providing the latest breaking stories to the greater metropolitan area. Our top story tonight, in an unprecedented move from several governors and state lawmakers; the states of Alabama, Tennessee and Texas have joined Georgia, Florida and Arizona in legalizing human and anthro marriages at the state level. Whether this trend and movement will continue to gain traction in other states or possibly even at the national level remains to be seen. We’ll have more on this breaking story following the weather report on the hour, don’t go anywhere.’


  The second the camera switches focus from the anchor to the weatherman, you start to lose interest in the channel, though you don’t want to switch channels for fear of missing the rest of the story. Despite its current legal status in your state, human and anthro relationships still aren’t seen as normal to most people, though thankfully it’d never escalated to any kind of violence as far as you were aware, just discrimination by some individuals. The more you listen to the weatherman’s grating voice, the more you want to just change the channel, though you instead opt to turn the volume down until the news anchor returns. You lay down onto your side, resting your head on the armrest of the sofa before letting out a long yawn, the combined effects of little sleep and post-workout fatigue hitting you full force. Resting your eyes for a short moment couldn’t hurt, right? Just for a little while…


  Your eyes slowly flutter open, and you realize you’re still laying on your couch. You shiver slightly, now keenly aware of just how cold it is and that you’d neglected to turn on the heating the instant you got home. Getting off the couch, you make a beeline for the thermostat, the light emanating from the TV helping you guide yourself through your apartment. After you manage to get the heating on, you head to the kitchen to fix yourself a quick late night snack, flicking on the light before glancing at the stove to check the time. The sight practically sends you flying into a panic, realizing it's 11pm instead of 8pm. You swore it wasn't this late at night when you sat down to watch the news. You let loose a curse out of frustration when you put the pieces together and realize you’d fallen asleep for a few hours. This was going to throw your sleep schedule out of whack an- Wait. You didn’t call Ruby before you fell asleep.


  ‘Fuck, fuck, fuck,’ you think to yourself as you comb through your hair with both hands in panic.


  Now not only did you have to ask her out on a double date that was scheduled for tomorrow, but you’d likely have to wake her up in the process. You just can’t catch a break with this date business, you think to yourself before making your way to the living room to grab your phone. Once back in the kitchen, you find yourself staring down at the phone on the countertop in hesitation. You’re unsure if you should think on things some more or just wing it. You pace around your kitchen, continuing to run your fingers through your hair as you try to get your breathing and heart rate under control. After a few more minutes of pacing a surge of confidence runs through you and you decide to pick up the phone, quickly navigating to the contacts page and dialing Ruby’s number. The instant you tap the screen to dial you know there’s no turning back, not wanting to wake her up and waste her time with a frivolous phone call.


  You hold the phone up to your ear and patiently wait through the silence for her to pick up. All you could do is hope she isn’t a heavy sleeper or you would be truly screwed. Another thirty seconds pass and you begin to lose hope that she’d pick up.


  “Mmnn... hello?” she asks, her drowsy and hushed voice coming in clearly through the phone. “Jesus, Mike... it’s almost midnight, what’s going on?”


  “Listen, I uh….” you start, your plan of winging it already failing spectacularly as you continue trailing off. “I was wondering if you’d be alright with…”


  “Alright with what, mate? Spit it out already, I promise I won’t bite.”


  You decide to just come out with the truth and be as straight to the point as possible. “Would you want to… I don’t know, be my date for tomorrow? I know it’s kind of last minute and that I probably should have asked earlier, so it’s alright if you’re not up for it.”


  The silence after you finally ask the question almost makes you wonder if she’d hung up the phone. You take it away from your ear to glance at the screen. To your surprise she’s still on the line and you hear her voice come through again after a few moments. You quickly bring the phone back up to your ear.


  “Uhhh... I think that’d be… I m-mean uh, y-yeah I’d love to! I just don’t know if I have anything to wear and I don’t even know what kind of date this is going to be,” she stammers through her words, speaking at a hurried pace.


  You realize far too late that you’d neglected to mention the venue and- Shit. You forgot to mention this was going to be a double date. “Yeah, it’s going to be a dinner date at a pretty fancy restaurant an-”


  “So, I take it that means no jeans and a shirt then?” she asks, still speaking so fast you almost can’t keep up with what she’s saying. “Shit, I don’t know if I have a dress that fits me mate… b-but I could go buy one in the morning! What time is the reservation for?”


  “Eight, but we should probably try to be there earlier because-” you say, cut off again by an overeager Ruby.


  “I can swing by the mall in the morning and pick out something to wear then,” she says, the excitement in her voice only rising as your conversation goes on. “When should I be ready for you to pick me up?”


  “Look, I don’t want to go and make you buy something just to wear it once,” you say, her eager tone giving you cold feet. “I’d feel terrible making you waste money on something for me. I can just ask someone else and save you the trouble, sorry for waking you up an-”


  “Don’t be a downer, Mike,” she says, her tone quickly becoming one of concern. “If I’m offering to it’s because I want to, so don’t worry one bit about making me waste money, because it’s not a waste. Besides, it’s not like I’m only going to wear it this once if it’s a nice dress.”


  “You’re sure it’s not too much to ask?”


  “Not at all, I meant what I said to you earlier today,” she shoots back, her reassurances calming your nerves slightly. “Go on then, what time should I expect you?”


  “I’ll probably swing by there around six-thirty or seven just to be safe since the restaurant is all the way downtown,” you say, mentally bracing for her reaction to finding out it’s a double date. “Oh yeah, I should mention that this is a double date with a good friend of mine, are you alright with that?”


  “Oh.” You faintly hear a muffled curse come through the phone before she continues. “Yeah… that’s fine, I just thought... Nah, it's fine. No problem at all, mate. Though it might be a bit awkward since I don’t know your friend and all.”


  The disappointment in her voice is almost palpable even over the phone. ‘Shit, shit, shit,’ you think to yourself, closing your eyes and bringing your hand up to your face, using your index finger and thumb to pull back at the skin around your eyes in a display of frustration.


  You do your best to come up with something you can say to cushion the blow. “Ah, don’t worry about it, he’s a good guy. Plus, we’re still on for that lunch date Sunday, right?”


  “Yeah, I guess you’re right,” she says, her normally upbeat tone returning and bringing you some relief. “I’ll see you tomorrow night then, Mike. Goodnight.”


  “Goodnight, Ruby. And thanks for agreeing to be my date on such short notice, you’re a lifesaver.”


  “It’s nothing, mate, after all, what are friends for?” she asks, the way her tone shifts when saying the word ‘friends’ alone being enough to make you wince. “You better be wearing those clothes I helped you pick out or I’m dragging you back to your apartment.”


  “Alright, alright, I promise I’ll be wearing them,” you laugh, her attitude bringing a smile to your face. “I’ll give you a call when I’m heading out towards your place then. Goodnight.”


  “It’s a date then,” she giggles, likely poking fun at your earlier screw up. “I’ll call you if anything comes up.”


  “We’re really at bad at saying goodnight, aren’t we?” you chuckle as you realize how many times you’d said goodnight without hanging up the phone.


  “You’re bad at saying it, not me,” she chuckles back. “Goodnight for real this time, Mike.”


  She hangs up the phone immediately after saying that and instantly you feel as if someone has lifted a giant weight off your shoulders. You can't believe that she actually agreed to come along, especially after you clarified that it was a double date. But now you’re much more concerned about other things, namely how crushed she sounded after you told her it wasn’t just a date between the two of you. There’s a nagging feeling in the back of your mind that tells you this might’ve been a bad idea, but it’s too late to do anything about it now since taking things back would only hurt her feelings even more. You decide to make the most of things and vow to show her a good time tomorrow, hoping everything would go as planned. Hopefully things go well enough that Kevin wouldn’t regret asking you for a favor. Plus, you feel it’ll be interesting to meet the girlfriend he’s told you so much about. You decide to turn in instead of preparing that late night snack, instead pouring yourself a glass of water before making your way to the bedroom.


  You decide to change into some comfier clothes, stripping down to your boxers before opening your closet. You grab a plain white t-shirt and a pair of baggy sweatpants to toss on before jumping under your covers, making sure to turn off the lamp on your nightstand. The thoughts running through your mind are making the prospect of getting to sleep a difficult one. You continue to toss and turn until you settle into a comfortable position. You know for a fact that if you were going on this date with anyone else, you would’ve slept like a baby, but you can’t help but feel like you have some obligation to Ruby. You want her to have a good time, especially after she’d asked you why she was your first anthro friend. It was the absolute least you could do to repay the favor she’d done by listening to you vent about your worries. After another hour of shifting about on your bed, you manage to close your eyes and finally drift off to sleep, aided by the faint howl of the wind outside.


  *****


  You try to ignore it, but now you feel like you drank a full liter of soda after that call. For a moment you almost wonder if you’d imagined it, pinching yourself to make sure you aren’t dreaming. The last thing you’d been expecting was a phone call from Mike, much less one in which he asked you out on a date. Your chest is still pounding hard long after the call is over and you take deep breaths to calm your nerves. You groggily get up from bed and blindly stumble towards the kitchen. Your feet nudge and kick aside whatever clothes you’d left to pick up some other day as you shuffle through the dark hallway. You figure a glass of water would help calm the tingle of butterflies in your stomach. You stand on the tips of your toes as you rummage around in your cabinets looking for a glass. As you fill the glass from the sink, your mind wanders back to the phone call, wondering if your excitement had bled through despite your best efforts to suppress it. You turn off the light before carefully navigating through the hallway back to your room. You climb back into bed, laying back onto your soft pillows and closing your eyes in an attempt to lull yourself back to sleep. After a few minutes of adjusting and cocooning yourself in your sheets, you realize sleep isn’t going to come easy. You hate to admit it to yourself, but you can't help but feel excited at the thought of the date, even if it is just a double date. Your tail twitches and shifts to and fro beneath the covers, and your heart beats at a quickened tempo. Having to go last minute shopping sucks, but the thought does nothing to suppress the giddiness coursing through you.


  'God, I haven't gone shopping for dresses ever since I was in-’ you think, cutting your mental recollection short as you remember why that was the last time you went dress shopping.


  You pray your date with Mike won’t go the same way. You lay your head back into the pillow as the cold feeling of anxiety mixes in with your eager anticipation. You hope this date will go well.


  *****


  If you thought you felt anxious yesterday, the way you feel as you get dressed for your date puts those feelings to shame. You curse in frustration as one of your shirt buttons continues to be a hassle, slipping from your fingers as you try to do it up. The shirt was a much tighter fit than when you’d tried it on with Ruby, though you blamed dryer shrinkage for that. You finish buttoning your sleeves and adjusting your collar before moving on to the difficult part, the tie. You aren’t exactly the best at tying one since you only really wear them on special occasions. Thankfully, your dad had taught you an easy way to do so without having to resort to using clip-ons instead. The memory of him teaching you how to do so for your first job interview is still vivid in your mind, and you mentally retrace the steps before looking up at the mirror to see if you’d done it correctly. You make a few adjustments until you’re satisfied with the way you look, then you grab a belt and a pair of dress socks from one of your drawers. She wasn’t lying when she said the stuff she’d picked out for you looked good, admiring yourself in the dresser mirror once you’re fully dressed. You walk over to your nightstand and grab a small jewelry box, making sure the contents are still inside before tucking it away in your pocket. It isn’t much, but you’d gone out that morning to buy a gift for Ruby, thankful the gold necklace she’d been eyeing a week ago was still in the very same display case. You figure it's the least you can do to thank her for coming along at the last minute, even willing to put herself through the trouble of buying clothes just for the occasion. Despite never having seen her wearing jewelry before, you hope she’ll like the present, your plan being to give it to her at the end of the night.


  You make your way into the living room to pass some time before heading out to pick her up. A quick glance at your watch tells you it’s only five in the afternoon. Despite your relatively composed outer demeanor, your nerves are shot. You want to make this a night she’ll remember fondly, though you fear your anxiety will make itself present with a downpour of nervous sweat. You leave for the kitchen to get yourself a glass of water, hoping it’ll help calm your nerves. When you open the cabinets in search of a glass, something else catches your eye instead; a forgotten, half finished bottle of whiskey. You pull it from the shelf and examine the label, deeming it to be a decent quality bottle from the aging alone. For a moment you think about taking a few swigs from it. How much harm could one drink do, after all? You start to unscrew the cap before remembering the promise you’d made yourself keep way back in college. You hadn’t broken your promise once since the day you’d made it, vowing that you’d never drink alone if you could help it. Once you realize it’s a dumb idea, you put the bottle right back where you found it, tucking it away for a day when you have company over. Plus, you’re likely going to be the designated driver since Ruby doesn’t have a car of her own, so anything besides a glass of wine or two is immediately out of the question.


  You sit down on the couch and wonder if she feels similar anxieties about your upcoming date. How are you even supposed to feel about the fact that she sounded eager to be asked on a one-on-one date with you? It’s exceedingly clear to you now that she has some kind of feelings for you, but do you feel the exact same way she does? Sure, you’d be lying to yourself if you said she was just a regular friend to you, but... You aren’t sure if you’re ready to pursue someone romantically again. Especially with the risk of abruptly ending a friendship you’ve come to very much enjoy. Even in the hypothetical scenario that Kevin and Melanie don’t show up to the restaurant, would you even feel right being alone on a date with her? What would you even talk about together? You realize you hardly know anything about her, only yesterday learning where she works. Did she have other hobbies besides fitness? Had venting about your own problems turned her off from getting to know each other better? You realize flooding your mind with these questions just before your date is a terrible idea. Instead, you opt to head out early and clear your mind on the drive there. You quickly throw on the dress shoes you’d bought along with your black blazer, but before you head out, you remember to send her a text message.


  ‘Be there in thirty minutes.’


  *****


  Heavy bags in hand, you slowly trudge up the steps of your apartment. You had told Mike last night that shopping for clothes wasn’t going to be a problem, but you could not have been more wrong. You unlock your apartment and quickly step inside, letting out a sigh of relief after you finally set down the numerous bags you were holding. You take your wallet, keys and phone out of your pouch and set them down on the counter before checking the time. Thankfully, you still have a good four hours to get ready for your date before he’d be here to pick you up. You’d rushed home in a hurry when you realized how little time you had left. You had intended to try on two of the three dresses you'd bought, but you quickly forgoed the idea in favor of having a little more time to prepare, both physically and mentally. It isn’t a huge problem if the dresses don’t fit you well since you can always just return them. After resting your arms for a little bit, you grab all the bags and take them into your bedroom, taking each individual dress out from its respective bag before carefully laying it out on your bed. If you thought buying them was an overwhelming experience, choosing between the three was going to be an even worse experience. At the suggestion of the helpful, albeit pushy store employee, you’d bought: a ruby red flared dress, a grey slit dress, and a black two piece dress. You thought the grey slit dress was far too revealing, though still worth trying on, and the black two piece you picked yourself that partially exposes your midriff is currently your favorite of the three. There had been another gorgeous knee length dress you would’ve preferred over the slit dress, but the absence of a tailhole made it difficult to justify the purchase. You really didn’t have enough time to get it tailored before your date, and using scissors to cut an impromptu hole would ruin it.


  You strip down to your underwear and decide to try on the red dress first. After tussling with the dress for a few seconds, you manage to get it on your small frame. You walk in front of the mirror to see how it fits you. Surprisingly, it doesn’t look… awful? It’s a little big on you, as the bottom of the dress covers your knees rather than stopping just above them, but you still think you look cute in it. The more you look at it though, the less you’re sure about it being a good choice. It isn’t a problem with the design of the dress itself, but more an issue you took with the color. It feels almost... too bold for a dinner date. You worry the vibrant red will only call more attention to yourself, or worse yet, more attention to you and Mike as a couple, which makes you anxious just to think about. Plus, what if everyone else is wearing something with darker colors and you’re left looking like the odd one out? The thought alone is enough to make you reconsider your choice in attire entirely, causing you to wonder if you should give your older sister a call. She’d probably be able to help, seeing as she’d practically built your entire wardrobe for you. After mulling it over for a bit, you decide calling is probably for the best, though you’re still going to try the other dresses on first. You fish out your phone from your pouch and quickly take a picture of yourself to show your sister how you look. You take off the red dress and slip into the gray one and your fears about it being far too revealing are quickly confirmed. The problem isn't immediately apparent, but the second you take a single, small step forward, your hips and thighs are quickly exposed to the open air. While you’d already caught Mike staring you down a few times, it's far too embarrassing to be an intentional tease. You’re already mortified that Mike had to see you in those small bike shorts yesterday. You pray to whoever’s listening that the last dress is more presentable than the previous two as you close your eyes and put it on. You take a deep breath and open your eyes, the sight a pleasant surprise. It isn’t perfect, but the two piece dress suits you far better than the other two could ever hope to. The top piece feels a bit loose and the frill at the bottom is meant to call attention to the chest area, which worries you since your bust doesn’t really... meet the proper requirements. The skirt isn’t too long and the bottom ends around the middle of your thighs, but it’s a bit more snug than you would’ve liked it to be. You try to pull the bottom of the skirt down further to see if it would cover just a tiny bit more of your furred thighs, to no avail. Overall, you like this dress the most, though you'd prefer to take your sister’s advice into consideration before making a decision.


  Luckily, you have a solution regarding the top piece of the dress. You slide the loose top off before walking over to your dresser to find your black push-up bra. You quickly throw it on before glancing at your reflection again, the bra doing an excellent job at making your breasts appear fuller. Though you briefly consider adding a bit more padding, you ultimately decide against it in favor of throwing the top back on and seeing how it fits you first. You carefully examine yourself in the mirror, adjusting the push-up bras position until the dress fits snugly around it. Satisfied, you take a picture of yourself before going back to debating whether calling your sister is a good idea or not.


  You’re a tiny bit nervous about calling her, both because of the nature of the call and the fact that you haven’t talked to her in a few weeks. Hell, the only person you’d told about the nature of your relationship with Mike or the date you were going on had been Lily, but that’s only because she’s your best friend. You dial her number and wait for her to pick up.


  “Come on, come on,” you mutter, silently hoping she’s not too busy to take your call.


  After a few seconds of waiting, you suddenly hear a few assorted voices in the background and the faint sound of clacking keys every so often.


  “Hello?” she asks, your mind going blank upon hearing your sister’s voice. “Hello? You there, Rube?”


  “Y-yeah, sorry... I’m here, Jade,” you manage to stutter out. “I was just calling to ask you something if you’re not too busy.”


  “I’m at work right now, but I think I can sneak in a quick phone call for my little sister; what’s up?”


  “I, uh, bought a few dresses and I wanted to make sure they looked nice for my-” you mutter, cutting yourself short when you realize you said far more than you intended to.


  “Look nice for what? Hang on, I think the damn call is cutting out, the reception in here is total arse.”


  “I-I bought some dresses because... someone, uh… asked me out on a date,” you mutter, quietly enough to where you almost couldn’t hear yourself speak.


  “Awwwww… my little Rude Rube got asked on out a date? That’s so sweet… So who’s the lucky bloke, eh? Someone you met at work or what?”


  You can feel your cheeks burning just from hearing your old nickname.


  “It doesn’t matter, I just wanted to ask you which dress you think looks best on me, alright?” you say, not wanting your sister to know more than what's needed.


  “Come on, you can’t just tell your big sis you’re going on a date and not spill any of the juicy details,” she pleads, the clack of keys still sporadically coming through the phone. “I’m bored out of my skull in this damn office.”


  “Alright, alright,” you say, forgoing your previous plan in the interest of saving what little time you had left to get ready for your date. “I’ll tell you if… you help me out with this first.”


  “You’re no fun sometimes, Rube, but it’s a deal,” She sighs, pausing for a moment before continuing. “Send me some pictures so I can take a look at them since I can’t video call with you right now.”


  You pull the phone away from your ear and send her the pictures you’d taken. “Alright, so be honest, which one do you think looks best on me?”


  “Well for starters, if you wear that red one you’re never going to live down the ruby red jokes, that much I can guarantee ya’. That dress is a real beaut though; what kind of date you going on that ya’ need something fancy like that?”


  “It’s a dinner date,” you begrudgingly admit to your sister. “Some nice place downtown I think, though he hasn’t told me the name of it yet.”


  “I can already see it now, my little Rube all dressed up over a candlelit dinner, the two of you staring into each other’s eyes….”


  “Jade….” you say, already feeling embarrassed over something that hasn’t even happened yet. “Can you quit the shit and just tell me if the dresses look good, please?”


  "Alright, alright, don't get your knickers in a bunch, I'm looking right now," she says, chuckling to herself. You hear a snicker break the small laughs before she speaks again. "You really tryin' to impress him with bigger knockers, sis?"


  You were hoping she wouldn’t notice that you’re wearing a push-up bra, but it seems like even that is too much to ask for. "The hell does that mean? It's so I can fit in this stupid top!"


  "Relax, relax... It's just real obvious when looking at the other two pics. Though I’m dying to know what this bloke looks like if you’re going through all this trouble," she says, her snickering finally coming to an end. “Really though, the black one’s not bad, though knowing most blokes he’s going to crack a fat the second he sees your thighs and hips in that thing, Rube. Don’t know if you want to torture the poor guy like that, but if you do, then go with that one.”


  The butterflies in your stomach begin to flutter wildly after hearing what your sister thinks. Why are you putting so much effort to impress on a purely platonic date? You feel deep shame and embarrassment at the thought that you really only put the bra on to try to appeal to Mike. Hell, you don’t even know if he cares for bigger breasts in the first place and for a moment you consider stripping off the dress to take the bra off. You ultimately decide against it when you realize the bra is one of the few things holding your top up, a wardrobe malfunction being the last thing you want to experience tonight.


  “No, I don’t want him… cracking a fat, Jade,” you say, fairly sure your blush is now the same color as your namesake. “What do you think of the black one, then?”


  “Ooh, this one’s pretty spiffy, shows off your abs too. I really should start hitting the gym sometime, I’m jealous.”


  “You don’t think showing my midriff and pouch is… I dunno, too much?”


  “Nah, I think it’s still pretty modest Rube, you should see some of the dresses people are wearing these days, sheilas running around half naked on the dance floor…”


  “Alright, I’ll go with that one then, thanks,” you say, hoping your sister had forgotten your end of the bargain.


  “Hold on just a minute Rube, you still owe me some juicy details about this date of yours. Tell me a little more about this bloke, is he scrawny? Built like a brick shithouse maybe? I remember seeing those magazines of yours way back when so I know how you like ‘em.”


  You really don’t want to tell your sister much about him since the two of you are still just friends, but you owe her for helping you out on such short notice. Plus, it would be good to talk about things with someone other than your best friend and maybe shake off some of those pre-date jitters you’re having. What harm could a little bit of conversation do, right?


  “First of all, it’s a double date, so don’t be getting any ideas in your head or anything,” you start, not wanting to let your sister know just how much you wish that wasn’t the case. “Second of all, he’s a good friend of mine who just… happened to need a date to come along, alright?”


  “Rube, you’re either the worst liar I know or completely oblivious. If a bloke asks you out on a date to such a fancy place, it’s probably because he digs you, friend or not. Now go on, tell me a little more about him, what he looks like, how the two of you met each other.”


  “I’ll tell you so long as you swear not to breathe a word of this to mom and dad, alright? I don’t want to worry them for no good reason.”


  “You have my word, now out with the good stuff.”


  “There’s really not that much to tell; I met him at an ice cream shop I go to a lot, made a little small talk with him and it turns out we go to the same gym. We’ve been going on jogs every morning for a while now, but I wasn’t expecting him to ask me on a date.”


  “So he IS built like a brick shithouse then? Or are you building him into a hunk to keep all to yourself?”


  You don’t know how to answer that question without dying of embarrassment, stumbling through your explanation. “I mean, I guess he’s plenty uh, muscular and… handsome as is, though I’ve been pushing him to do more cardio every morning.”


  “I suppose the two of you aren’t doing another type of cardio together yet, right?”


  “What do you mean?” It takes you a second to understand what she’d meant. “No! God, no, we’re not… doing whatever it is you think we’re doing, Jade!”


  “Just making sure I’m understanding things right. He better show ya’ a good time or I’m going to march up to that ice cream shop and shove a cone into his face.”


  “Don’t worry about that, he’s actually pretty nice, at least when he’s with me,” you admit, momentarily thinking back to all the good times you’ve shared over the last two weeks. “Plus, I think things will go alright, at least I hope they do.”


  “Something tells me you want to be more than just friends with him then, Rube.”


  “Maybe... I'll just have to see. You got any advice on anything I should do before the date?”


  “You know what kind of stuff he likes? Maybe you could try wearing some makeup if you still have that kit I bought you for your eighteenth birthday.”


  “God, I’ve barely touched it, I don’t even know how to do makeup properly. All I know how to do is apply eyeliner and mascara, but that’s only because you taught me how.”


  “All you need is that, a little bit of blush and some lips-” she cuts off, interrupted by some muffled talking in the background. “Yeah, yeah, I know I took my break an hour ago Ed, I’m no drongo. Just gimme a minute and I’ll be off the phone, alright? Talking to my sister about something important.”


  “Anyways Rube, what kind of guy is he? Might help you decide how much makeup you really need.”


  “Well, he’s uh….” you say, squirming in your seat as you mentally brace for your sisters reaction. “Not an anthro, for one.”


  “A human bloke? Can’t say I was expecting that, but that actually helps more than you might think. Human guys must absolutely love makeup, because the human girls at work are absolutely caked in it. Just don't go overboard and you should be alright.”


  “You sure?” you ask, unsure if your sister’s advice is sound.


  “Trust me, they talk about it all the time on break. You’ll be fine, I promi- Yeah, yeah, I’m getting off the phone now Ed. Alright, I gotta shoot through now, Rube. Good luck with your date, be sure to call me tomorrow and tell me all about it, alright?”


  “I will, I promise,” you smile even though she can’t see it. “Thanks for everything Jade, you’re a lifesaver.”


  “Anything for my little Rude Rube,” she says, hanging up the phone.


  Well, at least you won’t have to change out of your current dress. You’re thankful she picked up the phone because otherwise you might’ve spent the rest of the afternoon trying to decide between the three. With that squared away, you now have a much bigger challenge to tackle: putting on makeup. It’s been years since you’ve had to apply makeup, not finding much use for it outside of special occasions, family pictures and christmas cards; really, only where looking presentable is more of an expectation than an option. You rummage through your drawers looking for the makeup kit your sister had gifted you so long ago. You’re almost positive it’s gathering dust by now. After a little searching under piles of folded clothing, you finally find it. You take it to the bathroom and set it down on the counter next to the sink before opening it up and staring down at the assortment of makeup.


  The kit has everything you could possibly ever need, even stuff anthros have no use for, like foundation. You reach for the eyeliner , opting to get the easy stuff out of the way first. You pull back at the skin behind your eye, applying the eyeliner and being careful not to get any on the surrounding fur. You do the same for the mascara, being careful to not apply too much of the compound on your lashes. With those two things out of the way, you’re left treading into completely unknown territory. You gingerly pull the eyeshadow, blush and lipstick from the kit at your sisters suggestion. You’ve never used any of them in your life, but how hard could they be to put on, right? Lipstick is straightforward enough, but are you supposed to apply it to just the front of your lips or all the way around? With humans it’s a no-brainer since their lips are small compared to yours, but with most anthros like yourself, there’s practically five times the length to cover. You can’t even call Jade to ask her the proper way to apply it since you’d feel terrible if she got reprimanded because of your advice seeking. You decide to just play things on the safe side and apply it the same way human girls do, covering the entirety of your lips in the crimson lipstick. Something about it looks a bit off to you, but it’s hard to tell exactly what since it’s your first time applying it yourself. Instead of dwelling on it, you move on to applying eye shadow, looking at the variety of colors the kit has to offer. You try to pick something that’ll mesh nicely with your golden brown fur and amber colored eyes. After looking over all the colors a few times, you decide on a shade that’s only slightly lighter than your fur. You take the brush and dip it into the powder before carefully brushing it onto both your upper and lower eyelid, making sure to not get any on the surrounding fur. Finally you move on to the blush, which despite its name and marketing, is anything but when it comes to anthros. The only anthros that can use the same blush that humans do are furless animals like egyptian sphinxes. Instead, blush for anthros is really more of a fur highlighter, meant to make the natural colors of your fur pop out. You carefully take the brush and dip it into the neutral colored powder before applying it to the fur around your eyes and cheeks, being careful to not apply too much for fear of any adverse effects it might have. After applying what you feel is the proper amount, you take a look in the mirror to admire the results. What you see doesn’t alleviate your worries any. You were expecting a completely different appearance and what you see in your reflection is just… underwhelming. You aren’t even sure if you’d applied the makeup correctly, your eyes nervously darting back and forth between the mirror and kit as you contemplate wiping it all off and starting over. It doesn’t look terrible or anything, but you begin to wonder if applying it in the first place was a mistake. You calm yourself down knowing that if anything’s wrong with it, Mike would point it out for you. After all, he’d want his date to look just as presentable as him, wouldn’t he? You take a deep breath before moving on to the next item on your mental checklist.


  With makeup out of the way, you start to think about how you want to style your hair for this date. Your typical ponytail feels too low effort for an upscale dinner date and you don’t want him to see your hair in a bun just yet, which doesn’t leave you with too many options. After some thought, you finally settle on just letting it all down, which would have the added effect of hiding any improperly applied makeup if needed. You take the scrunchie out of your ponytail before starting the arduous process of wrangling the long, tangled mop of brown hair now resting on your shoulders. You grab a brush and start tugging away at the kinks and knots in your hair, occasionally stopping to splash some water on a few strands. It takes some serious elbow grease on particularly tough knots that force you to grit your teeth, but you manage to get it looking silky after a few minutes of the painful process. The longest hairs stop just after the fabric of your blouse ends since you’d been growing out your hair for a good while. After parting a few errant strands of hair that cover parts of your eyes and face, you take another long look in the mirror. For the first time that night you feel relief, your choice in hairstyle complementing your attire nicely. You go through your mental checklist once more, stopping abruptly when you realize you’d forgotten something important. How could you have been so careless to not realize you didn’t shower before trying on the dresses? You look at your phone to see if there’s enough time to shower and go through the painstaking process of applying makeup and styling your hair again. Two hours until Mike is supposed to pick you up, and you don’t feel like risking not being ready in time. You try to come up with a solution, your eyes darting around your bathroom for anything that can help. When your eyes finally land on a bottle of perfume, your mind lights up with an idea. You don’t think you smell bad, but in the event that you do, the perfume would be able to mask the scent fairly convincingly. You grab the bottle and apply it everywhere you think is reasonable, hair, behind the ears, the base of your throat and finally, your midsection. The aroma is a bit strong but you chalk it up to your heightened sense of smell, confident Mike wouldn’t find it as overpowering.


  With all of that out of the way, the only thing you have left to take care of is finding the pair of dress shoes you know are somewhere in your apartment. You first check the hallway closet, rummaging through the messy pile of bags and boxes inside, only to come up empty handed. The only other place you could’ve possibly stashed them is your tiny walk-in closet, so you make a beeline for the bedroom. Once you peer into the closet you realize you’re practically the opposite of a typical girl, with only 5% of your closet space being dedicated to shoes. For a moment you start to wonder if there are other things you’re sorely lacking in compared to typical girl. You can feel the butterflies in your stomach begin to flutter a bit more violently at the thought. You do your best to cast your anxiety away as you continue your search. You fish out the box and brush away the thin layer of dust covering it before retrieving the pair of shoes inside. You carefully slip the dress shoes on, silently wishing you had a pair of heels to give you a few extra inches instead. You exit the closet and stand in front of the full-body mirror, examining your ensemble to make sure there’s nothing out of place that needs fixing. After you adjust your hair and pull at the bottom hem of your dress once more, you head out to the living room and wait. You sit down carefully on the couch as to not wrinkle your dress, taking another quick glance at your phone to see how much longer you’ll be waiting. When you see you still have another hour until he arrives, you can’t help but let loose a curse. You feel a pang of regret when you come to the realization that you would’ve had more than enough time to shower, style your hair and reapply your makeup; and you silently berate yourself for rushing into the first available solution instead of thinking things over. You reach for the remote on the coffee table in front of you, figuring a little bit of mindless television could help you take your mind off all the blunders you’ve made tonight. Not long after you start watching an episode of your favorite show, you feel the vibration of the phone inside your pouch. The message from Mike only reads, ‘Be there in thirty minutes.’ which is uncharacteristic of him considering how he usually writes his messages. Is this date a bigger deal to him than he’d let on? Maybe you’re reading too much into his punctuation and capitalization, but you can’t help but worry about cocking things up and making him look bad. A thought crosses your mind as you relax back into the couch: You don't know anything about his friend or his date. You make a mental note to ask Mike if there’s anything you should know about them on the way to the restaurant.


  Halfway through watching a second episode you hear a knock at your door.


  *****


  While the drive over to her apartment had calmed your nerves a bit, you’re now contemplating something else entirely. Should you call and tell her to come down to your car or should you waltz up to her apartment and give the door a knock? The former almost feels too impersonal, but she’d never even so much as invited you into her apartment, so you aren’t sure if it’s proper to do so. Instead of wasting time you fish a coin from your pocket and let fate decide for you, heads and you’d call, tails and you’d walk up and knock on the door. You toss the coin into the air and catch it in your palm. Tails. You’re not entirely sure you’re just allowed to park on the sidewalk given how narrow the street is, but you ultimately decide to do it rather than risk being late. You step out of your car and lock it before quickly making your way up the small set of stone steps leading to her door. While you’re keenly aware that this is a fairly nice neighborhood, it never really sank in until now just how nice the outside of her apartment is. Well manicured shrubs surround the stone steps, and the bricks that make up the outside of the apartment are spotless. Once you reach the top of the steps and subsequently her door, you hesitate right before you knock, holding your closed fist in the air just inches away from the door. After taking a deep breath to quell your irrational worries, you give the door a firm set of knocks before standing back a bit to allow her to see you through the peephole. You wait for a couple of minutes, debating whether you should give the door another knock. Right as you go to knock again, you hear what sounds like someone rushing over to the door and a click as she unlocks the door. She doesn’t fully open the door, only peeking her head out through the small gap. The first thing you notice is that she’s wearing makeup.


  “I wasn’t expecting you to be here so early, Mike,” she says, offering a slight smile.


  “Sorry, is it a bad time?” you ask, briefly wondering if she’s in a state of undress behind the door before casting the inappropriate thought out of your mind. “Didn’t mean to interrupt you if you’re still getting ready, we still have another twenty minutes or so.”


  “Nah, it’s fine, mate,” she says, her uneasy eyes darting around, not daring to meet yours. “I’m just about ready, just caught me a little off guard since you came early.”


  “Sorry, just didn’t feel like waiting around the house an-” you say, your thought cutting off the moment she opens to the door to fully reveal herself.


  Your brain ceases functioning for a moment, not having yet fully processed the sight in front of you. There’s no doubt in your mind that it’s Ruby, though you’d never seen her in a dress before, much less wearing any kind of makeup. While you’d never seen her with her hair in anything but a ponytail, the way she chose to let her hair flow freely fits her extremely well. You hate to admit it or even think of her that way, but she looks stunning and undeniably attractive in your eyes. Though you try not to ogle or stare, your eyes immediately focus on her dress and the way it fits on her, from the way her pouch partially obscures her visible abs, to the way her skirt hugs her hips and thighs. Your ogling is interrupted by her speaking up once again.


  "Look... Just- Can you tell me how I look?” she asks, seemingly trying her hardest to meet your gaze as her blush turns the color of her namesake. “No bullshittin' or beating around the bush or nothin’, just... lay into me if I don't look good."


  While you don’t want to risk hurting her feelings too much, you decide honesty is the best way to go here, especially since she’d asked for the truth. You examine her from top to bottom, starting by leaning down a bit to get a good look at the makeup on her face. The eyeshadow and mascara look good despite her already having long, full lashes to begin with. You bring your gaze down a bit and stop when you notice something you’re surprised you never noticed about her before. They’re faint, but you notice some thin, brown hairs protruding from around her mouth area that look a lot like whiskers. You’d seen other anthros like cats with more pronounced whiskers, but you’re surprised to see she also has them. Upon closer inspection you notice she’d accidentally smeared some lipstick on a few of the hairs. You also notice the fur around her cheeks is darker, but you’re not sure if that’s just due to the poor lighting, so you decide it’s not worth mentioning. Looking at her lips, you realize there’s something off about the way she applied it, even though you aren’t exactly sure yourself about how anthros are supposed to wear lipstick in the first place. It looks like it was applied sloppily, as it was slightly smudged into the fur surrounding her lips.


  Aside from those things, nothing seems too out of place, though her dress looks a bit small on her frame. Both the top and skirt cling tightly to her chest, hips and thighs, a detail you fight against the urge to observe in further examination. You decide to get straight to the point with your observations.


  "Well, uh... you got a little bit of lipstick on your... uh... on a bit of the fur here," you say as you point a finger at your own mouth, mirroring the general spots you noticed the smudges on her.


  “Shit, well uh, just give me a second then,” she says before quickly ducking back into her apartment and shutting the door behind her.


  You wait for what seems like an eternity before she finally emerges from her apartment again. The smile she flashed you before is now gone, replaced by an uncertain expression as she now actively tries to avoid your gaze. It seems like your honesty had done the exact opposite of what you intended.


  “Everything alright with the makeup now?” she asks, adjusting the hem of her dress as she does. “Think I got all the smudges, but I’m not 100% sure.”


  You give her a quick examination only to see that she’d gotten rid of all the smudges, though you notice that some of her fur got wet in the process. “Looks good to me. You ready to get going?”


  She reaches into her pouch for a moment before responding. “Yep, just making sure I’ve got everything with me. Wasn’t sure who’s going to be paying for what so I’m bringing my wallet along just in case.”


  Come to think of it, you yourself don’t even know who’s paying for the date. You assume each couple would pay for their half of the meal, which is completely fine with you. Hell, you’d be okay with covering the bill for both Ruby and yourself, given that you’d been the one to invite her along at the last minute. You can’t help but feel like you should do it, given you’d practically forced her to buy new clothes for the occasion. You’d set aside a bit of money in anticipation for the date, though most of it had gone on your attire. You just hope the check won’t bankrupt you.


  “Alright, let’s get going then,” you say hurriedly, partly because you’re worried your car might be getting towed.


  You lead the way to where you’d parked the car and open the passenger side door for her. You close the door and walk around to the driver’s side, careful not to get your dress pants caught on anything as you climb inside. As you plug the address into the GPS, you steal a quick glance at Ruby and realize you haven’t said a word about the way her dress looks. As you pull back onto the main road, you try to come up with something to say. However, you're so rusty in regards to dating that you’ve completely forgotten how to give a good compliment.


  "Your dress looks really nice," you start, stopping when you realize you're only complimenting her clothing rather than herself. You quickly recover by following your observation with, "You make it look really nice."


  “Ah, you’re just saying that, mate,” she says, her ears flicking and twitching as she continues to speak. “That’s sweet of you to say though, thanks. You, uh, look really nice too. Even better than when you tried it on at the store.”


  You smile at the complement as you come to a stop at an intersection, glancing over at her. “Thanks. But you’re not just saying that because you picked the stuff out, right?”


  “Nah mate, you make the clothes look good,” she says, returning your smile. “Honest.”


  "If I make the clothes look good, do you think I could've gotten away with wearing nothing but an undershirt tonight?”


  "I wouldn't put it that far, Mike,” she laughs, masking her smile behind her hand. “Think you need something else if you don’t want to be kicked out."


  “So you’re saying a shirt and yoga pants would’ve been fine with you then?”


  “You might look out of place in a restaurant, but I wouldn’t be against it either,” she says, smile still plastered on her face.


  The rest of your trip is fairly uneventful and soon the two of you are parked outside the restaurant with plenty of time to spare before your reservation. While you didn’t spot his car as you pulled into the lot, you figure Kevin’s already inside with his date, waiting for the two of you to arrive. You get out of the driver’s seat and straighten out your blazer before walking around to the passenger side and opening the door for Ruby. It’s undeniably cheesy of you, but you offer your hand to her and help her out of the car. She also straightens out any wrinkles in her dress as you continue scoping out the lot for your friend’s car.


  “Ready to head inside?” you ask, looking down at the dress-clad kangaroo.


  “Ready if you are, mate,” she says, offering a weak smile. “Though, do you think maybe we should, uh… hold hands?”


  You can’t help but smile at the way she phrased the question as you outstretch your hand so she can take hold of it. The way she has to reach up to put her hand in yours is oddly adorable to you, though you wonder if she finds the notion embarrassing. As you start to interlock your fingers with hers you feel something sharp poke into your palm, and you reflexively pull away.






      







  “Shit, sorry,” she says, looking up at you to try to gauge whether she’d hurt you or not. “Did I hurt you? I usually file them down, but I forgot to an-”


  “It’s alright, just reflexes,” you smile before offering your open hand to her once more. “See? Not even so much as a scratch.”


  You interlock your fingers with hers and feel her grip tighten ever so slightly as you both take the first step forward. The familiar warmth of her furred hand/fingers against your bare skin is enough to make it break out into gooseflesh. While it’s certainly a feeling you can see yourself getting used to, you’d never admit that to her. The two of you start to make your way towards the restaurant entrance, though you can feel your arm being pulled back shortly after you begin. You look back at her, her expression an odd mix of excitement and worry.


  “Something wrong?” you ask, looking down and meeting her gaze.


  “It’s just… my leg still kind of hurts a little, mate,” she says, offering a weak smile. “I didn’t want to say anything, but I think my ankle might be sprained or something.”


  You can’t help but crack a small smile. “So, you want me to carry you inside then?”


  “Nah, mate, just… walk a little slower and I’ll manage,” she says, her weak smile now a more confident grin. “If it hurts too much to walk, you’ll be the first to know.”


  You slow your pace and resume walking towards the entrance, your hand still engulfing hers. Once you finally reach the door, you allow her to enter first. A sharply dressed man standing behind a podium smiles as the two of you approach him.


  “Good evening, welcome to la Morsure Marocaine. Do you have a reservation?”


  “Should be under Abernathy,” You quietly wait as the man takes his time looking through a small ledger. “Table for four if that helps you.”


  “Ah yes, Ms. Abernathy," he says, looking to Ruby. "Your table should be ready for you.”


  "Oh no, she's not Ms. Abernathy," you say in her stead. "We're just the other half of her party. Is she not here yet?”


  “According to this nobody has arrived claiming to be her, though I can seat the two of you if you’d like, it’s not a problem,” he says, tapping a pen against the black ledger.


  “I’m fine with waiting, thank you though,” you say, taking a seat on one of the nearby benches with Ruby.


  You glance down at your watch and see it’s still ten to eight, which makes you feel a little better about the fact that he hasn’t arrived yet. Probably just stuck in traffic if he didn’t take the highway route. You look down at Ruby and find her taking in the extravagant decoration the restaurant has to offer. A small fountain and statue decorate the center of the room, which pairs nicely with the ornate wallpaper, rug and hanging lights. What really catches your attention is the way her tail twitches and shifts about, as if it’s a python attempting to evade capture. You’d only noticed the behavior once before, though you always wondered exactly what it meant. Was she worried about something? Maybe regretting the fact that she’d agreed to come along in the first place? Another thing that catches your eye is the fact that you're still holding hands, and you realize that it might be the root of her behavior. You immediately move to rectify the problem and let go of her hand.


  "Sorry, didn't realize I was still doing that," you attempt to explain when she looks to you in confusion.


  "It's fine," she says, immediately breaking her gaze and going back to observing the decoration.


  You want to say something, but your train of thought is quickly interrupted when you hear the sound of someone coming through the door, directing your gaze towards the source of the noise. You feel relief when you see Kevin walking into the restaurant, dressed to the nines. While you’d never seen him in anything other than casual attire, you have to admit he cleans up nicely. There’s something a bit off with his clothing though, and you immediately notice his crooked tie, along with his wrinkled dress shirt and pants. You get up and begin walking towards him to greet him but pause the second you see his date walk in through the door. She ducks slightly to avoid hitting her head on the doorframe, a testament to just how tall the dog girl in front of you really is. You can tell that she's a dog anthro just by her snout shape and thin, fluffy tail, though you can't pin down her exact species. Her fur coat is mainly black and brown, with just the slightest hint of grey sprinkled in, but what really catches your attention is her staggering height. You consider yourself pretty tall, but this girl easily has a foot on you, probably closer to two.


  “What took you two so long?” you ask, smiling as you shake your buddy’s hand. “Don’t tell me you got stuck in traffic.”


  “Just lost track of time, I guess,” he laughs, returning your handshake. “Before I forget, Melanie, this is my good friend, Mike.”


  The dog girl extends her hand out, which you’re grateful for because there’s no way you could greet her otherwise.


  “Nice to meet ya’,” she says, and you quickly take notice of her pronounced southern drawl. “Kevin’s told me a whole lot about you.”


  “Only good things I hope,” you laugh as you let go of her hand. You realize you should probably introduce Ruby to both of them, despite Kevin having seen her at work before. “Kevin, Melanie, this is Ruby.”


  You watch as she shakes both their hands, though you can’t help but internally wince when you see Melanie has to bend down slightly to do so. Though Ruby seems to have either not noticed or is unphased by the fact, something you’re thankful you don’t have to deal with at the moment. You guys stand around by the door for a few moments until someone finally speaks up.


  “Shall we go inside then?” Melanie asks, arms now interlocked with Kevin’s.


  “You and Ruby can go ahead and take a seat,” Kevin replies. “I wanted to talk to Mike about something real quick, won’t be too long.”


  The two of them walk towards the podium together and you can faintly hear the dog girl ask about the reservation before they’re ushered into the restaurant. After they’re both out of your sight, you turn to face Kevin again, wondering what exactly it is that he wants to talk to you about.


  “Jesus christ dude, she’s like seven feet tall,” you say, putting your hand on his shoulder. “I'm so sorry I ever doubted you. What took you two so long though?”


  He cracks a smile before putting his hand on your shoulder and bringing your head closer to his. “Well, you know all those stories I told you at work? Things haven’t exactly gotten better for me and I had to uh, take care of her before we came here. Trust me, she’s a completely different girl when there’s something she wants.”


  Your eyes wander downwards and you notice his pants are unzipped. “You, uh… still have your fly open, actually. I’m surprised you’re not in a wheelchair if the two of you go at it that often.”


  “Oh shit, thanks. She’s a sweetheart though, even in bed,” he says, patting you on the back once more before letting you go. “So, how’d she go from giving you a concussion to being your date?”


  The question catches you off guard and you cock an eyebrow at him in confusion. “What?”


  “You know, she didn’t force you to bring her along or anything, right? What with the way she ‘greeted’ you in the parking lot last week, remember?”


  “What? No, no, nothing like that,” you say, eager to jump to her defense. “I’m honestly surprised she agreed to come along in the first place.”


  “I’m just messing around with you, man,” he says, patting you on the shoulder. “The two of you look really cute together, seriously.”


  You smile at his kind words, feeling as if a bit more weight was lifted off your shoulders. “Thanks man, you and Melanie look really nice together too.”


  “Alright, let’s get inside before they start wondering if we stood them up, shall we?” he asks, leading the way to your table.


  The second you step into the restaurant proper, you’re taken aback at just how nice it is. While you’d seen fine dining restaurants on TV and in movies, you’d never been to one in person. Everything about the place screams class, from the decoration to the ambient music; and the way the lights are dimmed ever so slightly to set a calm, yet inviting atmosphere. That isn’t to say you aren’t worried about the state your wallet would be in after a date like this one, reminiscing for a moment on college days where you lived frugally to make ends meet. The thoughts are cast out of your mind the second you see Ruby and Melanie at the table. You can’t help but smile when you see the two of them talking, completely unaware of your approach. Melanie had seemingly pulled out all the stops when getting this reservation, noticing that she’d managed to nab a corner booth for the date. You slide into the booth and settle in next to Ruby, who quickly flashes you a smile before turning back to face Melanie and Kevin. It’s a relief to see she and Melanie are hitting things off, at least as far as you can tell. Soon after you all take your seats, an enthusiastic waitress arrives to take your drink orders and hand each of you a menu.


  “Sparkling water for her and I’ll start off with a whiskey on the rocks,” Kevin says, handing off one of the two menus to his date. “Do you have a wine list we can take a look at?”


  She hands Kevin a small sheet with a list of wines they carry before turning her attention to your side of the table.


  You’re thoroughly impressed by the way he’s handling things and taking charge, and you briefly wonder if he’d been someplace similar before. “I’ll just take a glass of ice water if you don’t mind.”


  “And for you?” she asks, directing her gaze at Ruby, pen still pressed to her notepad.


  “Ice water as well, thanks.”


  “I’ll be right back with your drinks,” the waitress says before sauntering off towards the bar.


  With that out of the way, you turn your attention back to the couple sitting across from you, trying to find something to say to spark some conversation. You still can’t get over her stature, Kevin looking relatively tiny next to her despite his above average height. When you're close to coming up with something to say, your train of thought is interrupted by Melanie's voice.


  “So, how’d the two of ya’ meet?” she asks, leaning forward in her seat as she sits up straight. “You been dating long?”


  You’re surprised by just how forward she is and a quick glance over at Ruby tells you she’s too paralyzed by the question to give a good answer, let alone an answer in general. You’ve noticed it a few times before, but with the way her ears are twitching erratically, you can tell she’s either nervous or apprehensive towards answering the question.


  You decide to clear things up, hoping you wouldn’t make the night awkward in doing so. “We’re actually not uh, dating. Not sure if Ruby wants me to tell the story about how we met, but we’ve only known each other for about two weeks.”


  The dog girl looks embarrassed after your almost deadpan response to her question. “Sorry, I just assumed the two of ya’ were dating, you look cute together.”


  You can’t help but chuckle a bit at her response. “Don’t worry, we get that all the time from other people, no need to apologize.”


  You hear a nervous chuckle coming from Ruby before she speaks. “Yeah, we’re just friends. Guess you can tell the story if you want, I don’t mind.”


  You know telling the story as it happened isn’t the right move and you instead opt to omit certain details.


  “Don’t know if Kevin’s told you, but I work with him and one day... She comes in at the end of my shift as I'm up front, and I turn around and look and, well... don’t see anyone there," you grin. "So then I turn around and she scares the everloving shit out of me. We made a little bit of small talk and it turns out we frequent the same gym. We’ve hit it off pretty well since then, honestly.”


  Ruby playfully nudges your shoulder before smiling. “He's conveniently leaving out the part where I have to drag his sorry arse through the park every morning.”


  “I was just getting to that,” you say, smiling before the air fills with your combined laughter. “But yeah, that’s how we ended up meeting. What about you two?”


  “Not quite as interesting as yer tale, but the two of us met a bar one night,” the dog girl not quite meeting your gaze as she tells her story. “I was a little bit tipsy and busy making an ass out of myself on the dance floor, and I ended up bumping into him, spilling his drink all over him. I was mortified, but he didn’t mind too much and we ended up talking for a good while at the bar and uh, here we are.”


  “Been going strong for two weeks.” Kevin smiles before grasping her hand tightly. “Hopefully it stays that way.”


  You try to steal another glance at Ruby to make sure she’s feeling alright, but the moment your eyes meet hers she breaks eye contact in an instant. She looks towards Melanie, her ears and tip of her tail twitching as she tries to feign ignorance. You decide to crack a joke in the hopes it’ll cheer her up a bit in the process. “I’m sure it will, so long as she keeps you in one piece.”


  “I wouldn’t hurt a hair on his head, not that he has many to spare in the first place or anything,” she chuckles before putting her other hand over their already interlocked pair. “So, do y’all work out together, given ya’ go to the same gym and everythin’?”


  “Usually after work if I’m not too tired, though she’s been bugging me to work a little bit more cardio in my routine,” you explain, nudging her under the table to get her to pay attention to the conversation. “Practically have to drag myself out of bed in the morning to go jogging with her, I don’t know how she does it.”


  “Maybe if you didn’t stay up so late watching TV or whatever it is you do, I wouldn’t have to call you to wake you up in the morning, you goober,” Ruby chimes in, nudging you back from beneath the table. “Been trying to whip him into shape since the day we met.”


  “You sure the two of ya’ aren’t dating?” she asks, focusing her gaze on Ruby as she speaks. “I don’t mean to be rude or anything, but yer practically arm in arm together laughin’ and doin’ stuff together. It’s just real cute, y’know? It’s not often you see two friends getting along so well.”


  You hope it’s not visible, but you can feel your cheeks burn in embarrassment at her words, doing your best to come up with a reasonable rebuttal. “I promise we’re not dating, though I guess this does count as a date, right?”


  You can see Melanie start to speak again, though the entire conversation is put on hold by the waitress quickly approaching your table. She sets down your drinks before whipping her notepad and pen out.


  “Are you ready to order or do you need a little more time to think about it?”


  “I think we’ve all made up our minds, though what would you recommend from the wine list, red wine in particular,” Kevin asks, handing the wine list back to the waitress.


  “The Trouinon Clairet is very commonly requested, I can bring one of those out for you if you’d like.”


  “That’d be great, thanks,” he says before rattling off his meal order to the waitress.


  The rest of you follow suit and soon the table is cleared of menus, the waitress having long left for the kitchen to submit the ticket. You’re thankful that the topic of conversation prior had seemingly been forgotten by Melanie, Kevin having shifted it to griping about work. Even though your full attention isn’t on the conversation, you can glean he’s currently complaining about having to be on register duty three shifts in a row. While it might be rude to Kevin, your attention is solely focused on Ruby at the moment. You keep trying to glance at her without making your concern obvious to any onlookers, though you doubt you're doing a good job of it. She looks almost anxious as she plays with and tugs at strands of her long hair. You look into those amber-tinted eyes of hers and feel your chest tighten when you see what you think is panic. There’s nothing you can do without bringing attention to the matter, but you’re almost positive something’s bothering her, especially since she hasn’t actively participated in any conversation without you egging her on.


  "Ruby? You alri-" you whisper before you're interrupted by the sound of her voice.


  “I need to go to the bathroom,” she says, in a wavering tone that isn’t typical of her.


  Not wanting to confront her over something you’re not even sure is actually happening, you get up from your seat to allow her to leave. All you can do is watch as she speedwalks towards the bathroom, still toying with her hair before turning the corner and disappearing. You sit back down and shoot a look of concern to Kevin, who you aren't sure knows exactly what's going on with her.


  *****


  As you round the corner towards the bathroom, it becomes increasingly difficult to breathe normally, feeling your heart pound as if it’s trying to leap out of your chest. You’d tried your hardest to keep your emotions under control but there was only so much you could take. Everything from that nagging feeling that everyone was staring at you to how little you’d participated in the conversation at the table. You felt like you didn’t belong. You know that wasn’t his intention, but it really felt like he’d invited you along as his date just to humor you, to have a laugh at your expense. Thoughts of how you shouldn't even be within a ten mile radius of this place continue to flood your mind, tormenting you with images of disgusted glares and whispers. One topic in particular is seared into your mind, your eyes burning as they struggle to hold back tears as you push through into the bathroom.


  You enter the bathroom and quickly scan it to see if there’s anyone else inside, not wanting anyone to see you as you make a beeline for the nearest open stall. Once inside, you lock the door behind you and put the seat down. The moment you sit down, you can no longer hold back that first tear, the rest following in an unbroken stream. You place a hand over your eyes and mouth as you begin to sob, the tears wetting your fur and ruining what little makeup you felt confident was applied properly. You mentally berate yourself for being weak enough to let yourself cry, but that same conversation keeps replaying in your mind and it only makes you cry harder. Despite doing your best to muffle any noises, those thoughts only cause a pathetic sputter to burst forth from you, not helped by your now labored breathing. It feels like you’re drowning, not being able to take in enough air between gasps. You involuntarily gag as a hoarse cough forces its way out of you, suddenly thankful you didn’t have anything to eat recently. Your stomach continues to do flips, and a queasy feeling washes over you as you continue sobbing forcefully. The terrible thought of him seeing your ugly crying flashes in your mind, forcing another sputter from your lips as you imagine his disappointment and shame.


  'He's probably already sick of me; he shouldn't even be with me. I'm such a fucking mess, crying like a bitch over a simple fucking date.’ you think to yourself, fresh tears falling and further wetting your ruined makeup. 'He probably knows it, too. Last minute... He wouldn't even have asked if he found someone that was actually a decent choice. Even said himself he'd just find someone else if I wasn’t up for it.'


  You shake your head, sending drops of tears down onto your dress and the bathroom floor. While you try your hardest to cast doubt and worry out of your mind, you wonder exactly how long you’ve been away from the table, not wanting to worry anyone with your extended absence. It feels like you’ve been sitting in the stall for an hour, and a quick glance at your phone helps you take your mind off things, even if just for a brief moment. You let out a sigh of relief when you notice barely ten minutes has passed since you fled the table.


  Your ears perk up when you hear someone approaching the bathroom, pulling your legs off the ground as you do your best to remain silent and motionless. You wouldn’t be able to live it down if anyone you knew saw you like this, much less one of your coworkers. From the moment the door opens, you close your eyes in the hopes that they’ll leave quickly, unsure of how much longer you can keep yourself silent. When you don’t hear the creak of the stall doors next to you, your eyes flutter open as you try to peer under the stall for signs of someone still being in the bathroom. Even with a hand over your mouth, you can’t stop yourself from inhaling sharply and sputtering as you choke on your own saliva. You can see someone standing in front of the stall you’re camped out in, the white fur covering their legs seeming oddly familiar to you.


  “Ruby?” the woman asks as she lightly knocks on the stall door. “You in there, ‘hun?”


  The voice is unmistakably southern in accent, and you’re positive it belongs to Melanie. Your cheeks burn in embarrassment as a few tears continue to further dampen the fur around your now bloodshot eyes. You figure staying silent is your best option, the alternative of revealing yourself to her being far too shameful to consider. It seems like no matter what you do, you aren’t going to come out of this unscathed. If you do say something it’s likely going to make its way back to her date or worse, to Mike. And if you don’t say anything, all you’re going to accomplish is worrying him further anyways. You feel trapped, paralyzed by two choices that both have unfavorable outcomes. If it wasn’t for the massive dog girl standing in the bathroom with you, the waterworks would continue to flow. You feel ashamed, pathetic and panicked all at the same time, as if any hope of tonight being a good night was suddenly snatched out from under you.


  “I just wanted to make sure you were alright,” she says, knocking on the stall door once more. “Look, I’m sorry if I said something I shouldn’t have.”


  You don’t want to make someone else have a shitty night because of your own shortcomings, so you decide to say something against your better judgement. “I’m fine.”


  There’s a brief pause before anything else is said, and the only thing you can hear is the sound of a fan circulating air. “You sure don’t sound it.”


  You sniff a little bit to avoid your nose running before you speak. “Don’t worry about me, alright? I’ll be out in a minute.”


  There’s no use staying locked inside the stall all night, since at some point you’d have to come out and face your fears. It takes a little while to muster up the courage, but you eventually reach for the lock on the door and undo it, pulling on the stall door to open it. You can only imagine how pathetic you must look to her right now. A grown woman sitting in a restaurant’s bathroom crying her eyes out like a scared little girl. You stifle another sob as you look up at Melanie with blurry eyes. You don't know what to say. You feel even more trapped than before you opened the door.


  The shocked look on Melanie's face sends another wave of burning shame through your body and you have to fight the urge to retreat back into the stall. "Oh god," she says quietly. "I'm so sorry about whatever it was I said."


  You try to steel your nerves and take a deep breath, cutting the silence with a loud sniff. "It wasn't anything you said."


  Melanie looks a little relieved at your response, though she still looks worried. You try to get off the seat to leave the stall, attempting to wipe off the tear streaks on your furred cheeks. As you attempt to stand upright, you find yourself feeling lightheaded, your legs wobbling as feeling slowly returns to them. You quickly extend an arm out, using the stall walls for support as you try to regain your balance. You feel weak, and the queasy feeling in the pit of your stomach that makes you feel like you could puke at any second doesn't help matters any.


  “You alright?” she asks, stepping forward and into the stall to hold you up by the other arm as your legs continue to betray you when you need them most. “You want me to get you some water or something?”


  You feel a faint sting around your ankle due to the amount of weight you’re putting on it, a faint reminder of how you’d injured yourself yesterday. "I’m alright. It's just... fuck," you say as you work your way around her with uneasy and shaky steps, unable to find the right words to express your conflicted thoughts. You can feel your strength and the feeling in your legs return to you with each step you take, as if you’re forcing the fatigue out of your body through sheer willpower.


  You look down at your hands only to notice streaks of black stained into your fur. You approach the sink and look at the mirror. You let out a sob you can't possibly hope to suppress and send several more dark mascara stains down your cheek when you see your reflection. You look exactly the way you did that one night everything went to shit so many years ago. Your makeup is streaked, staining your brown fur beyond repair, eyes red with more tears ready to fall, only made worse by the most pitiful expression you've seen staring back at you. It’s a perfect match to that hellish night. The visual alone makes you sputter for breath and sends several more black stained tears down your face. Your breath hitches again and you sputter as you start to sob with even more intensity than before, covering your face in an attempt to hide yourself away from Melanie. You instinctively recoil when you feel her hand on your shoulder, though you’re grateful that she tries again after the fact, feeling comfort in having someone by your side despite how ashamed you feel.


  “What’s wrong ‘hun?” she asks, a look in the mirror showing just how concerned she is about your well being. “Whatever it is, you can tell me, I promise to keep it just between us gals, alright?”


  “I’m a fuckup, I can’t even do this right,” you manage to choke out between bouts of sobbing. “I already looked like a gaudy bitch in this makeup and now I just look like a... whore.”


  You try to wipe away the stains as you continue to sob, but no matter how hard you rub at the damp patches of fur and dark splotches, they don’t seem to fade. You’re not sure what to do, but the idea of just running out the door and restaurant is becoming more appealing by the second. You don't want to burden Mike with taking you home and potentially ruin a night he’s enjoying. Maybe you should just pretend to be sick and leave?


  'No, no... He'd just offer to drive you home then. That wouldn't make anything better,' you think to yourself.


  “You don’t look like that at all ‘hun, you just think you do,” she says, rubbing at your shoulder as you continue to cry. “You want me to help fix your makeup? I always keep some in my purse just in case. We’ll have you right as rain in no time.”


  “That might help a bit,” you mutter as you try to bring your breathing back to a normal rate, taking deep breaths and slowly exhaling. “Thanks.”


  “Go ahead and wash off all that old mascara then,” she says, reaching for some paper towels from the dispenser.


  "I just wanted to look nice for once," you say, feeling even more embarrassment as you splash water on the stained areas. “Kind of cocked things up on this date, huh?”


  "Aw, c'mon, don't be so down on yourself. You look plenty nice. Just had a few hiccups here is all,” she says as she dabs paper towels onto your wet fur. "But, besides all that, you look real nice in that dress. I’m sure Mike thinks the same thing too."


  “I hope so, I spent a lot of time trying on dresses and putting on makeup today,” you chuckle, feeling a bit better upon hearing her words. “I wanted him to see me a little differently than usual, you know?”


  She rummages through her purse and retrieves some mascara, eyeliner and lipstick. You’re thankful she doesn’t opt to reapply the ‘blush’ as you can now see your fur looks far better in its natural colors. She bends down before holding you steady by the chin, bringing the applicator closer to your face.


  "Much better to have too little makeup on ya’ than too much," she says as she makes light strokes across your now dry fur. “You want me to touch up your lipstick a little bit too? I usually only like to put a little bit on the front, looks nicer that way.”


  You nod and she continues to apply the mascara and eyeliner before using some damp paper towels to wipe away the excess lipstick, applying a new coat in a slightly darker shade of red. You feel relief when you see your reflection in the mirror, now with reapplied makeup. Though there’s still butterflies fluttering in your stomach, you take a deep breath and smile.


  “Better? I can put on a little bit more if you want,” she says as she stands upright again, still holding the applicator.


  “It’s perfect, thank you so much,” you say, looking up at the tall woman next to you and smiling appreciatively. “I’m sorry for just disappearing like that, I didn’t mean for anyone to get worried about me.”


  “Don’t worry about it one bit. Pretty much live and breathe the stuff back home; ma always did like her mascara and fur makeup. Course, she was so tall, there wasn't nobody who could even see it,” she says, flashing you a quick grin. “So what’s got you so wound up tonight, ‘hun? Maybe I can help you out a little bit.”


  You take a deep inhale before contemplating telling her the whole truth. The fact that she’d come to the bathroom out of concern for you means the world right now, and you feel she deserves to hear the truth. As much as it hurts to talk about, venting some of your worries might help you compose yourself enough to face Mike again.


  “It’s him….” you start, the knot forming in your throat making it hard to speak. “I don’t know if I’m just being stupid, but... I feel like this is all my fault.”


  “He didn’t do anything to you, did he?” she asks, and you quickly pick up on her now elevated, almost angry tone. “I’ll go out there and do something about it myself if he did.”


  “No! No, no, he didn’t do anything to me,” you sigh, another glance at the mirror showing your smile quickly fading into an uneasy expression. “I just can’t stop thinking about what he said out there, I don’t even know why it’s bugging me so much.”


  “What’d he say exactly that bothers you so much, hun’?” she asks, squeezing down on your shoulder a bit as she steps towards you. “Promise I won’t tell anyone, cross my heart.”


  “It just… seems like he’s not interested in being anything more than just friends,” you say, feeling your cheeks burn at your own brazen admission. “It sounded to me like he was ashamed that you thought the two of us were a couple. I know it sounds silly, but it sounds like he’s just trying to let me down easy.”


  “It sounds like you like him an awful lot. He seems to enjoy your company and friendship, best I can tell. So why do you think he’s ashamed to be seen with you? If he invited you out tonight, it’s because he thinks you’re good company, no?”


  You rub at the back of your own neck as you think of how to respond to her sound reasoning, doing your best to not sound like an anxiety-ridden mess. “He asked me out, but I don’t know if it was because he actually wanted me along, or if it’s because… he just couldn’t find anyone else.”


  You feel like crying again, though you realize it’s selfish and inconsiderate of you to ruin your makeup for the second time tonight, especially with the level of care Melanie had taken to make sure you look presentable. That nagging feeling that told you to flee starts to slowly creep up on you again, and with the way Melanie continues to rub at your shoulder to provide comfort, you feel like she can also pick up on your unease.


  ”It might not be my place to say it since I don’t know you two too well, but I don’t think he thinks of you that way at all. I don’t mean to make you worry, but part of the reason I came to check up on ya’ was because I saw he wasn’t lookin' too good.”


  "Oh god... I don't want him to feel worse. I just... wish there was some way I could know how he feels without having to ask him,” you lament, letting out another sigh. “Even if he doesn’t feel the same way I do, I don’t want to ruin our friendship over it, you know?”


  "I... think he might feel the same way about that," she says, finally letting go of your shoulder. “Look, I’ll tell ya’ the same thing my pop says a whole lot, Ruby. Ya gotta make your move if it starts lookin’ like nobody else is gonna. And if yer friend ain't lookin' like he's gonna make a move, then maybe you should make yers."


  “I don’t even know where to start with that,” you stammer, thinking back to what he’d said when he asked you out last night. What could you even hope to say to him? What if because of one bad decision, you ruin your one chance to ever be anything more than just friends with him?


  Your stomach does another flip as you try to imagine his reaction. But... you feel that at the same time, it's the best option to take. Maybe Melanie is right. Maybe you should take the first step, even if it's a blind leap of faith. Maybe you can make things work. You feel a surge of confidence pierce through the murky cloud of uncertainty hanging over you as you look at yourself in the mirror again. You're a different woman now.


  Maybe things will be different this time.


  “He did say we were going on a lunch date tomorrow. Do... you think I should ask him then?”


  “You want my honest advice? You know him way better than I do, so just go with your gut and take the opportunity when it feels like the right time to strike. Don’t be afraid to do something on instinct, if he’s as good of a friend as you paint him to be, then he’ll understand even if he’s not immediately open to it.”


  Her advice is solid, but you don't even know where to begin with tackling the issue of talking to Mike about the way you feel. Would he be weirded out if you spoke from the heart? He’s a sweet guy despite his rougher upbringing, but as you think about it, you realize you hardly know anything about the things he likes. Is he the type of guy who prefers a romantic and heartfelt confession? Or something more… physical? All these questions dance about inside your head as you try to come up with a game plan that would get you closer to finding out if the attraction was mutual. Through no fault of her own, your train of thought is interrupted by Melanie’s voice.


  “You ready to get back out there ‘hun? Wouldn’t want them both to worry and come looking for us, yeah?”


  You nod and look up at the massive dog girl again while flashing her an appreciative smile, one you hope conveys exactly how grateful you are for her help and advice. “I’m ready, but I can’t thank you enough for… well, everything.”


  “Us gals have to look out for each other, right? So don’t mention it, though can I say one thing real quick?”


  “Anything,” you say, happy to help her with anything in exchange for what she’d just done for you.


  “Might just be a hunch, but I don’t think Mike cares too much about whether you have makeup on or not, he probably thinks you look great without it,” she says, opening the door to the bathroom and stepping aside so you can walk out. “If you need anything, just give me a nudge under the table and I’ll excuse myself so you can follow after me, alright?”


  “Thanks Melanie, I’m glad you came looking for me,” you say, putting on your best smile before stepping out of the bathroom.


  *****


  You look down at your watch for what feels like the tenth time in the last fifteen minutes, wondering why Ruby and Melanie are taking so long in the bathroom. Initially you tried not to assume the worst, quelling your worries with the reasoning that girls typically spent more time in the bathroom. They’d probably just struck up a conversation and lost track of time, right? Though as time passes you continue to worry about her, no thanks in part to the panicked expression you swore you saw in her eyes before she got up. You chalk it up to date jitters, though you wonder if you'd said something you shouldn't have. Your leg continues to bounce as if it has a mind of its own as you continue searching for an explanation that just isn’t there.


  “So... you aren’t dating her?” Kevin asks, pulling you from your train of thought.


  While you’re taken aback by the sudden question, you feel a burning need to answer it. “No, we aren’t dating. Sometimes I get the feeling she might be interested, but I’m not sure if I’m ready for it again.”


  “I know man… you’ve told me a bunch of times. Aren’t you afraid that you might be leading her on though, by asking her out on this date? I’m not trying to worry you or anything, but what if she sees this as you wanting something more?”


  “Not like you left me any other option," you say, a feeling of regret immediately washing over you as the words leave your mouth. It’s wrong of you to accuse your friend of putting you in this situation when it’s your own shortcomings and desire to keep your friendship intact that caused you to consider Ruby a last resort in the first place. “Sorry. I didn’t mean it like that, it’s just… I’m not trying to lead her on. Believe me, it’s the last thing I want to do.”


  He takes a sip of his whiskey before speaking. “I know you didn’t mean it like that man, relax. I really appreciate that you even did this favor for me. Have you tried talking to her about it? Maybe she'd understand you're not looking for a relationship right now if you tell her how your last one went.”


  “You make it sound so easy,” you sigh before chuckling. “I don’t even know where I’d begin talking to her about something like that, much less find a way to bring it up in conversation. Then again, we’re going on a lunch date tomorrow so maybe it’s not impossible for it to come up somehow.”


  “Back to back dates, huh?” he asks, cocking an eyebrow at you from across the table. “See, that’s why I’m saying she’s got to be into you.”


  “It’s not because of that, I just... lost a stupid bet one night at the gym, so now I owe her lunch somewhere,” you explain, taking a sip of your ice water before running your other hand through your hair. “I doubt it has anything to do with that, although…”


  “What?” he asks.


  “Is it weird that she sounded almost disappointed when I told her tonight was meant to be a double date over the phone? It could’ve just been me hearing things, but I swear she didn’t sound thrilled about it. But then when I mentioned going on a date with just the two of us tomorrow she sounded… happy about it. I dunno, maybe I’m just overthinking this stuff too much.”


  “Dude, you’re my best friend and all so don’t take this too harsh or anything, but you sure can be one dense motherfucker sometimes,” he says, chuckling at your retelling of the previous night. “Show her a good time tomorrow, but don’t let her overstep your boundaries and if she does, then you can bring up the stuff about your ex.”


  “I’ll try to remember that tomorrow, thanks man,” you say, confident that she’ll understand your situation once you explain it to her.


  “Anytime, dude,” he says, nodding his head towards your direction. “Heads up.”


  You turn around to see Ruby finally emerge again, Melanie following closely behind her as they both make their way towards your table. Her confident stride along with the smile she flashes you as she continues to approach helps alleviate some of your worries. When she comes near, you get up to allow her to sit closer to the center of the curved booth. There’s something about her that looks… different to you. You can’t quite put your finger on it though you’re glad that panicked expression you saw when she left the table is nowhere to be seen.


  “Everything good?” you ask as she adjusts her dress a bit, tugging on the hem of her blouse and skirt.


  She looks up at you, the very same smile still on her face. “Yep. Sorry to have you kept you two waiting.”


  “Don’t sweat it,” you say, a smile of your own forming as you stare into those amber colored pools you’d grown fond of. “Sorry if I’m being kind of a worrywart tonight, by the way.”


  You get a closer look at her face as a result of meeting her gaze, and you finally spot what’s different about her. The fur on her face is now a far lighter, more natural brown shade of brown like you were accustomed to seeing from her. You immediately think it suits her far better than whatever makeup she’d applied to make it darker. It makes you wonder if that was the reason behind her sudden disappearance to the bathroom, to wash off bits of makeup she was unhappy with. You certainly don’t mind it either way, though you wonder what caused her sudden change of heart.


  “I think you worry too much sometimes,” she chuckles, leaning against you slightly. “It is kind of sweet of you though, so thanks.”


  You feel yourself going red at her kind words, her confident yet joking tone causing your brain to freeze up and fumble your response. “T-thanks, I guess?”


  Thankfully your verbal blunder is quickly ignored and forgotten about as Kevin starts up a new round of small talk at the table. It’s fun and you quickly find yourself laughing alongside Ruby, Kevin and Melanie. The conversation flows like water until it’s interrupted by Melanie spotting the approaching waitress, tray in hand. She quickly sets down everyone’s respective meals, along with any special silverware you needed. You ordered something fairly simple, a medium rare steak drizzled with garlic butter resting on a bed of roasted potatoes and herbs. The sight of the flowing juices along with the wonderful smell of the herbs is enough to make your mouth water, though you want to wait for a toast before you dig in. However, just before the waitress walks away from the table, you hear Ruby pipe up.


  “Could I get a drink?” she asks as she unwraps her silverware.


  “Sure thing, anything specific?” the waitress asks as she turns back around to give her undivided attention to Ruby. “And do you want that on the rocks?”


  “The strongest thing you’ve got will do just fine,” she replies, tugging on the hem of her blouse once again. “Neat, please.”


  ‘...The strongest they’ve got?’ you think to yourself as the waitress scribbles something down on her pad.


  Although you’re surprised she’s ordering hard liquor considering what she’s eating, you’re not too worried about it considering you’ll be driving her home tonight. It makes you realize just how little you know about her though; you've never even so much as had as a beer with her. Hell, you would have never realized she liked drinking alcohol if not for tonight. The waitress quickly returns with her drink, the glass nearly filled to the brim with the amber, almost brown liquid. It seems like an excessive amount, but considering what everything else costs it’s probably justified somehow.


  Kevin raises his glass of whiskey into the air and thrusts it forward towards the center of the table. “I propose a toast. Here’s to long lasting friendships and relationships both.”


  You can’t help but smile at his cheesy words, lifting your glass of wine into the air and clinking it against his before taking a sip. Melanie and Ruby follow suit and the sound of clinking glasses and laughter quickly fills the air. After the toast, everyone is quick to start making short work of their meal in the most polite fashion they can. You didn’t pretend to be super fancy or formal when eating in the comfort of your own home, but you at least had the common sense to have good table manners and etiquette in social situations. A quick glance at Ruby halfway through your meal causes you to double take to make sure you aren’t seeing things, watching in awe as she downs the entire tumbler of alcohol in one go. She exhales as she pulls the glass away from her mouth, and you can feel a burning sensation in your nostrils as you’re hit with the strong odor of alcohol. You thought she was just drinking whiskey, but you’d never drank or smelled any whiskey that made your nose react that adversely. You’re even more taken aback when she raises her hand slightly to flag down the waitress, ordering another glass of the drink when she finally manages to do so. You’d had college friends who would’ve gotten completely shitfaced on that single glass and she just… threw it back like it was water. You have to respect it, but at the same time you’re worried she’s going to drink herself under the table. After putting down the glass, she goes back to working on her meal, twirling the pasta on her fork before downing the entire bundle in one go.


  “Mmm… so fuckin’ good,” she mutters before going for another forkful. You quickly feel secondhand embarrassment at her foul mouth. She notices you staring down at her and is quick to meet your gaze before speaking again. “You want to try some? It’s really, really damn good, mate.”


  “Nah, I’m good with uh, this,” you say, watching her shrug before returning your attention to the steak in front of you.


  “Suit yourself then,” she says, diving back into her meal.


  You take another bite of your tender, juicy steak before washing it down with some of the wine. But even the explosion of flavor in your mouth isn’t enough to distract you from the fact that Ruby is about to be on her third drink for the night, with no signs of her stopping anytime soon. Even someone with your tolerance would’ve passed out by now, so you’re not sure how the small kangaroo is still standing. As far as you can tell, the only thing that’s changed about her is a slight bob of her head and slightly slurred speech. You decide to divert your attention to her more and more as the night goes on, a feeling of anxiety welling up in you each time she flags down the waitress. Even Kevin watches her interactions with the waitress, concern apparent on his face, Melanie seemingly doing her best to pretend it’s not happening. You expect her to just order another drink, but this time she’s far more brazen with the waitress to get what she wants.


  “Just… ah, bring me the whole bottle, mate,” she says, her slur not yet pronounced enough to alter her speech too much. “That way we don’t have to ke- keep doing this song and dance act.”


  Even the waitress seems to be concerned with the rate she’s putting away drinks, even leaning down to whisper a question into your ear. “She’s not driving home right? I can’t legally serve her if she is.”


  “I’m driving her home,” you respond with a whisper. “Could you bring some ice water with the bottle too? I think she’s going to need it.”


  The waitress just nods before leaving to get the bottle as instructed. She quickly returns, bottle and glass of ice water in hand, asking if you needed anything else before leaving your table to its own devices for what must’ve been the tenth time that night. You make a mental note to leave a decent tip for the inconvenience even though your wallet is already clamoring for mercy. Ruby pours herself yet another neat drink and for a moment you wonder if your nose had betrayed you, reaching for the bottle after she sets it down. A quick scan tells you it’s bourbon, which clues you in that it’s some pretty strong stuff, but you’d never drank any that burned your nose before. You continue to scan the label until your eyes find the alcohol content, your jaw almost dropping to the floor once you do. Fifty. Percent. You’re almost sure your eyes are playing tricks on you, but there it is printed on the label, clear as day. There’s absolutely no way that it isn’t a misprint, considering she’d downed three small glasses of the stuff and is currently working on a fourth. For a moment you wonder if you should cut her off, though you’re quickly interrupted by her leaning into you and almost knocking the bottle out of your hand.


  “Help yoursshelf to ssome if you want, Mike,” she says, the first of her drinks now seemingly kicking in. “There’sh... plenty to go aroound.”


  You pour a small amount into your now empty wine glass just to see if it’s as strong as it appears to be. After setting the bottle down, you bring the wine glass up to your lips and take a sip before swallowing the bitter liquid. It burns like hell on the way down, causing you to cough and have some of it get into your nose. If you thought the burning felt bad before, drinking it was another experience entirely. You hear a chuckle coming from your side, Ruby attempting to hold back her laughter by muffling herself with a free hand.


  “Come on, Mike… don’t tell me that… a big, schtrong man like youu can’t handle sssome booze?”


  Your cheeks begin to burn as you feel secondhand embarrassment once more at her crude description of you. You look around, only to find Melanie and Kevin looking at Ruby with great concern and worry. You find some relief in the fact that none of the surrounding tables or parties have noticed your predicament and soon to be sloshed date. Though you can feel the butterflies in your stomach become agitated again when you hear her asking Kevin a question.


  “Sso, how’d you and… Mike meet?” she asks, and you notice her ears twitching again. It isn’t often you notice it, but by now it’s a dead giveaway that something’s up with her.


  Kevin almost looks surprised at the question. “He didn’t tell you? We work at the same ice cream place together, same shift. I think I’ve even served you a few times before.”


  She takes another long sip of her drink before responding. “Really? Could’ve shwore that… I’ve never seen ya’ before tonight. Mike doesn’t… tell me too mucsh about himsself anyways.”


  You want to interject and say that’s not true, though you stop yourself when you realize she probably isn’t thinking too much about what she’s saying considering how much she’s had to drink in such a short timespan. The last thing you want to do is get into an argument over something so meaningless.


  “Besides that he’s… good with carss,” she says, giggling to herself for reasons unknown to you.


  As much as you hate where things are going, you can’t quite bring yourself to stop her from taking yet another drink from her glass. You take some comfort in the fact that she's seemingly winding down, her head resting in the crook of your arm, her eyelids fluttering as they struggle to stay open. You contemplate just letting her fall asleep for a few moments, though your plan is quickly ruined by Melanie as she taps Ruby on the shoulder, bringing her into a huddle. You can’t exactly hear what she’s telling Ruby, though after leaning in closer you can make out a few words.


  “...think” “...enough” “...worried” “you…” is all you can manage to make out, though Ruby’s response is much easier to understand, the alcohol seemingly making her unable to control her volume.


  “He doesshn't… Look, I'm fine, Mellllanie. Jusht a bit of liquid coourage… never di- did any harm,” she says, and you notice her ears twitch once more. You’re not sure whether or not you should feel bad about the fact that you’ve picked up on that tic of hers.


  The statement makes you frown a little even though you know she doesn’t mean anything by it. You watch carefully as Kevin wraps an arm around the side of the table while Ruby is distracted conversing with Melanie. He takes hold of the bottle and quickly tucks it away under the table, where Ruby would be unlikely to find it given her inebriated state. Your eyes briefly meet after the fact and you give him a knowing nod as thanks for hiding away the bottle. You feel a pang of shame that you didn’t put a stop to it yourself, especially with the spiel you’d given yourself about caring a great deal for her. It’s enough to make you sick to your stomach, and you decide enough is enough. At the first available opportunity you’re going to take her home and make sure she’s alright after all that drinking. You’re not even sure how she’s still standing; the quantity she drank easily being enough to put down two men of your stature. After she finishes talking to Melanie she quickly scooches close to you before downing the last of her glass. She seems confused as she scans the table in search of the bottle to top up her glass. You’re worried she’s going to call foul play and make a scene, which only makes you all the more relieved when you hear her speak softly.


  “Guesssh I drank.. a lo- lot more than I thought,” she says, the realization seemingly sobering her up a little bit. “Let meee… leave ya’ sssomething to pay for the… drink.”


  You watch as the tugs at the lip of her pouch just enough to root around and dig out her wallet. She pulls a crisp fifty dollar bill out and slaps it down on the center of the table before putting her wallet back into her pouch. You decide offering her some water is in her best interests, hoping it’ll help her sober up a bit quicker.


  “Here, drink this,” you say, grabbing the glass of water and offering it to her. “Don’t want you having a hangover tomorrow morning.”


  She smiles before downing the entire glass of ice water in front of you. Though you’re surprised by the fact that she chose to once again rest her head in the crook of your arm, using your forearm and bicep as a makeshift pillow. She takes a deep inhale before closing her eyes and you lean down to hear what she’s saying when you see her mouth start to move. “Hmm… thanks, mate. You’re a… good bloke.”


  You can’t help but smile at her words, though you’re still a bit worried about her well being. While you’d been considering working overtime tomorrow, you think calling in to say you’re not coming is probably for the best; preferring to spend the night babysitting her to make sure she’s alright in the morning. Would she even be okay with that if you asked? You realize you’d never even so much as stepped foot into her apartment, the subject never having come up in your many conversations and outings together. You do your best not to disturb the girl resting against you as you reach for your wallet. Even if you’re calling it a night, you don’t want to leave your friend to foot the bill all on his lonesome.


  “How much do I owe you?” you ask, bringing your voice down to a near whisper. “Wasn’t even paying attention to the prices on the menu.”


  “Look, don’t worry about it, I’ll just put it on my card and we can figure things out on Monday, alright?” he replies in a low whisper, catching on to your intent.


  You move to put your wallet back in your pocket, though you’re interrupted by Melanie leaning over and tapping you on the arm to grab your attention.


  “Make sure she’s alright before you leave, okay?” she says, the look of concern in her eyes almost touching considering she’d only just met Ruby.


  You flash her a reassuring smile and nod before responding. “Wouldn’t dream of doing anything else.”


  With your goodbyes out of the way, you decide to take hold of Ruby’s shoulder and gently shake her awake. After a few seconds you see her eyes slowly start to flutter open and you do your best to put on a friendly smile.


  “Hmm… are we home yet?” she asks, yawning as she gets her bearings together.


  “No, but we will be soon,” you say, nudging her into an upright position. “Come on, we’re going home.”


  You stand up first before guiding her out of the booth. Even though you can feel the judgemental gazes of other diners boring a hole into you, you take your time in helping her to her feet. You can hear their whispers as you try your best to focus on your current task. Are they judging you because she’s an anthro? Because she got too drunk? A part of you hopes it's all just because of her drunkenness; just the thought of it being the former makes your blood begin to boil. Kevin seemingly takes notice of this, getting up from the table with Melanie to create the illusion that you’re all leaving as a group. You take her by the hand as she scooches along the booth’s surface, tugging on her hand once she’s got her feet on the ground once again. She stumbles a tiny bit, though you’re quick to catch her before she falls and causes a scene.


  “Sorry, sorry, I’m sorry,” she says, looking up at you and offering a weak smile. For some reason, you feel your chest tighten upon seeing it. You want to say something, anything, but you feel angry at yourself for being unable to find the words within you to express exactly how you feel about the people around you.


  Suddenly you hear a low, grumbling growl coming from behind you, a quick glance telling you Melanie is the source of the noise. She looks like she’s about to say something, though you see Kevin shaking his head and saying something you can’t quite make out. You figure he’s busy trying to talk her down from making a scene. Even though nothing was said, you can’t help but be happy that you have such great friends. You mouth a thank you to Kevin as you interlock your arm with Ruby’s and guide her towards the exit. The maitre d’ gives you a sympathetic look as you pass his podium and you mouth a sorry to him on the way out, feeling oddly grateful that someone knows what it’s like to be in your shoes. Once outside and on the way to your car, you let out a sigh of relief that you hope she doesn’t notice. This isn’t at all how you thought the night would go, and you’re mad at yourself for letting things go this far. It wasn’t Ruby’s fault either, though you feel like an asshole for pushing her way out of her comfort zone by even asking her along on this date in the first place. When you finally reach your car, you walk around to the passenger side door and open it, making sure to carefully set her down on the seat. She gives you a dopey smile as you make sure her legs are safely inside before closing the door. She lays her head back into the headrest before closing her eyes and releasing a long, tired exhale. Being on the receiving end of the kind of hangover she’s cultivating isn’t going to be fun. You quickly walk around to the driver’s side before hopping in and taking off towards her house. You aren’t exactly sure how to ask if it’s alright for you to stay the night to make sure nothing happens to her, but you feel obligated to at least attempt to. A quick glance over at her while you’re at a stop sign tells you she’s still resting with her eyes still shut. You don’t want to be rude and interrupt her impromptu nap, so you opt to wait until she opens her eyes once more.


  Five minutes later you can hear her shuffling in the seat next to you, accompanied by a low groan as she suddenly lurches forward, now seemingly wide awake.


  “Mmnn, Mike can you-” she says before burping, quickly covering her mouth to mask the noise. “-slow down a little? I’m not… feeling so great…”


  While you want to get her home safe and sound, you figure briefly pulling over somewhere is better than having to clean puke out of your car in the morning. You quickly scan your surroundings for somewhere good to park and settle on a nearby gas station.


  “I’ll pull over,” you say, though a quick glance at Ruby tells you she’s holding on by a thread, taking deep breaths with her eyes closed. You don’t even have a right to be mad about it if she does puke, since you should’ve cut her off way before Kevin and Melanie did something about it. In less than a minute you’re pulling into the gas station, parking your car near the attached convenience store. Though you want to get her some water, you want to make sure she’s alright before you leave her alone in the car.


  “You alright?” you ask, touching your hand to her shoulder. “Going to go get you some water, but if you need me to stay for a little bit I can.”


  She rubs at her temples for a little while before opening her eyes. Her head sways and bobs slightly as she turns to face you, her expression one of discomfort. "A little d- Ugh... dizzy, but... I'm fffine... at least for now."


  “You sure? I really don’t mind waiting.”


  She leans back into the headrest once again, waving you off with her free hand. "I'm ffffine... promise."


  You open the door of your car and step outside, quickly stretching before realizing you’d neglected to turn the heating on. You’d barely noticed it was cold outside thanks to the thick blazer you still had on, taking it off and draping it over your arm before leaning down into the car to crank the heating to max. You go to throw your blazer into the backseat before an idea pops into your head. Using both hands to hold up the blazer like a curtain, you’re careful to make little noise before draping it over Ruby like a blanket.


  "Whuh?" Ruby looks at the blazer you set on her, then turns to look at you with mild confusion before giving a small chuckle. "Yyyy'know I have fur, right?"


  "Well, now you have fur and a coat," you smile, her reaction making you chuckle a little bit.


  "Jeez...." Ruby smiles as she relaxes back into the car seat, muttering. “Ssssuch a dork…”


  "I'm gonna go inside real quick. I know something that might help with the monster of a hangover you’re going to have tomorrow," you say before shutting the door and locking the car.


  You walk around the corner you’re parked in and quickly step into the relative safety of the convenience store. The cashier flashes you a puzzled look as you beeline towards the refrigerators the second you enter the store. You open the refrigerator once you find what you’re looking for, fishing out two one-liter bottles of spring water before taking a detour through the various snack aisles. You hold both bottles under one arm and reach down for two bags of salted pretzel sticks before making your way to the register and setting everything down. While the cashier rings your purchase up, you fish out your phone and wallet, slapping down a five dollar bill on the counter before sending a text to Kevin asking if he got home alright. You owe him that much at least, Kevin having helped you more times than you could count throughout the course of the night. You’re surprised to see it’s almost midnight, shocked that you spent that much time at the restaurant.


  “You want this in a bag?” the cashier asks, interrupting your thoughts.


  “Nah, I’m good. Thank you though,” you say, grabbing the two bottles and pretzel bags. “Keep the change.”


  You walk out of the store and back to your car at the same brisk pace you entered, eager to get back to Ruby to see how she’s holding up. After unlocking the door you climb back inside only to smile when you find she’s thrown the blazer over her back and wrapped herself in it.


  “Ruby?” you whisper out, hoping she hasn’t fallen asleep.


  You see her nose twitch as her eyes flutter open, turning to rest on her side so she can better face you. She fails to suppress a yawn so cute that you can’t help but grin like an idiot. It gives you a brief glimpse at her teeth and you spot two sharp fangs that you’d never noticed until now.


  "Wha-What? What?” she asks, her sudden response startling you. “You’re… back already? And are thosse… pretzels?”


  “Best hangover prevention food, hands down,” you say, handing her a bottle of water along with a bag of the salty pretzels. “And if you don’t believe me, just ask everyone I used to drink with back in college. Speaking of drinking, how have you not passed out? Seriously, I don’t think I could handle even half as much alcohol as you drank tonight.”


  She opens the bag of pretzels before opening the bottle of water and taking a long drink from it. “Well, we… uh, kangarooss have pretty ssstrong liversh. Combine that with a naturrrally high tolerance to alcohol and… you end up with what happened in the ressstaurant tonight.”


  “So do you sober up quicker because of that? Seems to me like you’re not nearly as… far gone as you were in the restaurant.”


  “Basically, yeah. How did you... think I was able to drink ssso much of that shtuff back there?” she asks, averting her gaze as she rubs the back of her neck. "Aaaauggh... fuck, I looked like an arshe though… I'm really ssorry, Mike.”


  “Look, things happen and I’m no stranger to making an ass of myself either so as far I’m concerned you have nothing to worry about,” you say, reclining back into your seat. “I forgive you, but can I ask you something?”


  “Sssure,” she mutters, still not willing to meet your gaze despite your reassurances. “I owe you that much, at leasst.”


  “Why did you feel the need to drink so much?”


  “I don’t know mate, I guessss... I just wasn’t thinking shtraight and I got kind of nervous around your friendsss... So I thought a few drinks might help me loosen up a little,” she says, offering an apologetic smile. “I’m really, really shorry if I messed things up for you tonight, if there’sss... anything I can do to make it up to you, just let me know.”


  "Nah, nah, you didn't mess up anything. On making up for it though, if you can find some way to get me some of that tolerance, then anything and everything you'll ever do or have done will be forgiven," you smile, trying to lighten up the mood with a joke. Based on her blank stare, you quickly assume it didn't land. "But really though, you don't owe me anything."


  "If you sssay so... But nnnooo mate, you don't want my kinda tolerance," she says with a small smile. She takes another swig of her water before making a small, cute gasp for air. "With it bein' as strong as it is, beeeer is like water and vodka is like... Beer, I guess. Forrr you, anyway."


  "I dunno, I think it’d be pretty nice to be able to throw beers back like they're soda.


  "Noooot if you want to get drunk. Cause if you do, then you need to hit the HARRRD stuff to get any results," she chuckles, wrapping your blazer even tighter around herself. “It soundsss real cool until you make an assh out of yerself like... I did tonight. The only good thing about it is… you sober up pretty quick once you stop drinking. ”


  “You weren’t that bad, trust me. I’ve seen drunk people do stuff that took them years to live down,” you say, trying to assuage her guilt. “To me you just sound like the best beer pong partner a guy could ask for.”


  "Ammm... Am I just a good drinkin' buddy?" she mutters, her ears giving off a small twitch as she utters the sentence.


  “What do you mean?” you ask, moving your head in an attempt to get a better look at her expression.


  "Am... Am I only good when I'm drunk?" she asks, retreating further into your blazer after asking the question.


  “Hey, look, no. I didn’t mean it like that,” you say, her eyes shifting from the floor to look up at yours before you continue. “You might not believe me when I say it, but you’re probably one of the most solid friends I’ve had in a long time. I really do mean that, honest.”


  "Yer such a flllatterer, mate. I'm sor... Sorry I keep doubtin' you, it'sss... jusht that... It's been a while sssince I heard that from anyone," she says quietly, pausing to take a deep breath through her nose before continuing. "Had... two rreal good sheilllas for frriends back in college that... used to tell me the sssame thing. I... really miss them, honestly, but... wwwe fell out of touch and I haven't really talked to them since."


  “I know the feeling, trust me. Had a bunch of friends back in college and even though we tried to keep in touch, most of us just sort of... stopped talking to each other after a while," you say, doing your best to dig her out of a rut you're entirely too familiar with. “They all either got too caught up with their careers, found new friends or started a family with their college sweethearts. Kind of a bummer, but it is what it is, I guess.”


  "... Can I ashk you something? You... don't have to answer it or anythin', but... What do you sssee in me? Just about... any girl would be happy for the opp- opportunity to go on a date with ya, so why me?"


  You’re not exactly sure how to respond to her question and you can't help but feel trapped. Any answer you could hope to give her would probably be met with doubt, though you still feel as if you should just speak the truth. “Honestly? I think you’re fun to talk to, fun to hang out with and it’s nice that I don’t have to act differently around you. Sure, I could’ve asked someone else to be my date, but would I have enjoyed myself as much? No, and the more I thought about it, the more it seemed like a good idea.”


  "Huh..." she says under her breath, almost too quiet to hear as she continues to stare out the windshield. "Thank you, that's... That's rrreally... Thank you."


  “No worries,” you say before shoveling another handful of pretzels into your mouth. “You ready to get going now or do you want me to wait a little while longer?”


  "Yeah, yeah... I'm good," she says as she rests back into the seat, folding her arms under your blazer.


  You smile and start the car again, soon back on the road and on the way to her apartment. Things are a bit more quiet than you’re used to, but you chalk that up to Ruby wanting to take things easy after her brief bout with nausea. You take a glance over at her when you come to a full stop at a traffic light and notice her leg bouncing erratically. It doesn’t worry you too much since you also have the bad habit of idly bouncing your leg . The traffic light changes to green and you continue driving down the near empty downtown streets. There’s something oddly calming about driving late at night. It brings back memories of the times you used to do it in college when you couldn’t focus on studying or were nervous about an exam or assignment. Your reminiscing is interrupted when you feel something flick against your forearm, a quick glance down revealing the offender to be the tip of her twitching tail. What really surprises you is that she doesn’t even seem to notice what her tail is doing; she's still seemingly lost in thought as she looks out the window while tightly wrapped in your blazer. You decide not to call any attention to it, though it makes you wonder just how much control over her tail she has in the first place. While tonight hadn’t gone the way you planned or even imagined it going, you still found yourself enjoying her company just as much as you would’ve any other time. You feel a little guilty for not cutting her off earlier, but overall your fears about asking her on the date in the first place had seemingly been unfounded and that realization alone brings you great relief. You feel her tail flick against your forearm and hand a few times in the minutes that follow, and you can’t help but smile at the fact that she hasn’t caught on yet. When you’re just minutes away from arriving at her apartment, you hear the faint sound of her voice shatter the silence that had lasted for the majority of the trip home.


  "Sssso... you’vvve never dated a, uh... anthrrro before?" she mutters, tripping over her words as she utters the question.


  You try not to outwardly show how you feel about her question, but you feel paralyzed and put on the spot by it. It makes you wonder when you should explain to her why you aren’t romantically involved with anyone right now.


  “Depends if tonight counts or not,” you chuckle, taking a quick glance at her before putting your eyes back on the road. You quickly notice her fidgeting, playing with an errant strand of her free flowing hair as she awaits your response. “I guess this was my first time going on a date with one, yeah. But uh, it was.... really nice. I had a good time tonight, hopefully I’m not alone in feeling that.”


  Kevin told you that you should wait for her to overstep her boundaries before spilling the beans, but you feel like his advice isn't entirely correct. Still, confessing all this stuff so suddenly after a date seems like a recipe for disaster. So, you promised yourself you'd wait until you're both in a more comfortable environment to talk about it. If your date together tomorrow goes well, then you’d be able to talk to her about it over a meal.


  “Thisss might seem weirrrd to hear but… I wassh surprised when you told me you even had to... find a date innn the first place,” she says, and you feel her tail flick against your forearm again. “Or that it’d even... take you ssso long to uh, find one.”


  ‘Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.’ you think to yourself as you scramble to find an adequate response to her words.


  While things occasionally fly over your head, there’s no doubt in your mind that she’s saying this stuff to try and gauge your interest in her. Normally you’d be flattered by the fact that someone’s interested in you that way, but you’re already worried about leading her on and her words only makes those worries resurface. You aren’t against the idea of dating an anthro girl or even dating her for that matter, but you still feel like you weren’t ready to be in another relationship so soon after your last one had crumbled so spectacularly. You also fear that if you don't word your response correctly, you'll make things that much worse; but you also know that if you dwell on it too long she'll know something's up.


  You opt to respond with something that’ll give you a bit more time to put your thoughts together. “Why is that so surprising?”


  It seems your question also puts her on the spot as she doesn’t immediately respond. You hope that it delays her long enough to allow you to reach her apartment before you run out of ways to sidestep the topic at hand. You can feel your heart pounding in your chest when you come to a stop again.


  "You'rrre just... you'rrre a real nishe guy, Mike. I can't... see anyone not liiiking you if they come to know yyou... I'm jusht... sssurprised you asked me," she starts, still facing the other direction and staring out the window. "Jusht figured someone as... nice and well buil- welllll mannerrred as you would... alrrready have a date."


  You opt to keep your response simple, even though you really want to address that comment about being well built. “That’s really… uh, kind of you to say, thanks. I think that’s honestly the nicest thing anyone’s ever said about me."


  She turns to face you, a wide smile plastered on her face. "You're welcome."


  Not long after that, you pull onto the road that leads to her neighborhood. You feel a tinge of anxiety well up in you, your mind scrambling to come up with a way to ask if you can stick around to make sure she's alright. You look to park in the usual place, only to find any spot even remotely close to her apartment is occupied. You drive around for a little while, until you finally find an isolated spot under a faintly illuminated streetlight. You aren’t too concerned about where you park your car, especially since this seems like a fairly nice part of town. It isn’t like anyone would want to steal a shitbox like yours, no matter how well maintained it is under it’s rough exterior. The second the car comes to a complete stop, you hear Ruby start to shuffle about in her seat and you glance over just in time to see her open the car door.


  “You sure you don’t need any help?” you ask as you look around to make sure you’re not leaving anything you’ll need later in the car.


  “Nah mate, I’m… fine, jusht... need some fresh airrr is all,” she responds, handing your blazer back to you.


  You go to tuck away the article of clothing in the backseat before being interrupted by a loud thud that immediately catches your undivided attention. Looking to your right, you see Ruby leaning against the car, rubbing at the small of her back. You practically fly out of your seat upon seeing her fall, worried she might’ve seriously hurt herself judging from how loud the noise was.


  “Ruby? Shit, are you okay? You hurt at all?” you ask, gripping her by the arms and helping her into a more comfortable position.


  “I’m fine, I’m fine,” she says, though her wincing betrays her words as you sit her back down into the car. “Just... lllost my footing all of a sudden. Thhhink I'm exhausted ish all, just give me a... minute, and I think I can walk.”


  “Don’t worry about it, I’m just glad you didn’t hurt yourself. How about I just carry you back to your apartment?” you ask, in the interest of both her safety and saving you both having to slowly walk the streets in the middle of the night. “Maybe I can get the upper arm workout I missed out on today if I just carry you.”


  "Carrrrry me?" she chuckles. "I think I can walk, jusht... Need to be a bit slow. Besidessh, what are you going do; jusht give me a piggyback ride like yesterrrd-" she says, letting out an eep as you suddenly sweep her up into a princess carry.


  For a moment, you’re worried about getting tapped in the nuts for the second time since the two of you met, but you look down at her only to see her struggling to meet your gaze. Her face is as red as her namesake as she tries to speak.


  “Swearrrr to god….” she says, turning redder by the second. “Would you die if you sshtopped being a dorrrky shap for a single day?”


  You can’t help but smile at her words, jostling her about in your arms until you get her into a comfortable position to be carried. “I wouldn’t know, and we’re definitely not going to find out tonight.”


  You start walking down the sidewalk towards her apartment, the pavement barely illuminated by the dim streetlamps. You stare straight ahead, being careful to not trip and drop the girl in your arms, though you can’t resist taking an occasional glance down at her. Each time you look down she glances away, but you can tell she’s staring up at you when you look away, her twitching ears at the edge of your vision giving her game away. You can feel her arm wrap around your neck and her hand holding tightly onto your right shoulder for support. But, despite her tight grasp for fear of falling, her head rests against your shoulder as you continue to walk.


  “You know you’re not going to fall, right?” you ask, glancing down at the blushing girl in your arms. You can feel her grip on your shoulder loosen slightly.


  You feel the sudden urge to play a practical joke on her, but you stop yourself upon realizing that she might get the wrong idea about why you’re carrying her if you do. Even you aren’t entirely sure why you’d opted to suddenly pick her up and carry her bridal style. You feel a twinge of anxiety well up within you upon the realization that she might see this as a romantic advance when in reality you just want to help her get to her apartment. Putting her down isn’t an option either, since she’d probably find it odd that you’d done something spontaneously only to reverse your decision moments later. Instead you choose to pick up your pace slightly in the hopes that you can get to her door before she gets the wrong idea. That hint of anxiety vanishes without a trace the moment you start walking the street her apartment is on, knowing you're only a few minutes away.


  You can feel her head lift off your shoulder for a moment and you glance down at her. “Y'knoww you gotta let me down sooon so I can get my keyss, right?”


  "Don't think I can't do it while carrying you?" you ask, confident you can support her entire body weight with just one arm.


  Ruby chuckles again at your response. "Yeah, you'rrrre just gonna have to find them first. Won't just... get 'em for ya.”


  You can't help but smirk at her cheeky nature despite the panic coursing through your system. Even though you want to make another jab back at her, you stop yourself when you see her apartment just up ahead. "C'mon now. Gonna need your keys to open the door, Ruby."


  She chuckles dryly again as she dons a wide grin. "Itz iiinnn my pouch. Be geeentle looking for 'em," she slurs as she points a finger towards your face, bringing her claw dangerously close to your jaw.


  You go to reach into her pouch, but you remember the way she’d reacted when you joked about warming your hands in there a week ago and you decide it’s best to make sure she knows what she’s saying. “Are you alright with me, you know, putting my hand in there?”


  “Juust be careful, mate,” she says, a sloppy grin still on her face as she shifts herself to make things easier for you.


  You can feel her hold her breath when you bring your hand down just above her pouch and slowly slip your hand into the slit on her midsection. Instantly your hand is enveloped by the warmth of her pouch, though the inside of it is furless from what you can tell. You drive your hand deeper and feel around for a few seconds, freezing up when you hear her talk again.


  “Caaareful,” she hisses out, squeezing down on your shoulder.


  You’re not entirely sure what you touched that elicited the reaction from her, but your best guess is that it was the bump you felt, likely a mole or some kind of bug bite. You try not to think about it too much and resume your search, being careful to not touch whatever sensitive parts are causing her discomfort. You’re not even sure why she’d have you do this in the first place if you have to be so careful about it. After thirty seconds of fumbling about in the dark, you feel your hand touch the hard metal of a key ring and you quickly take a hold of it as you pull your hand back out into the bitter cold. Keys in hand, you continue walking towards her apartment, turning the corner when you arrive at the correct apartment number. You’re careful to watch your step and tighten your grip on her when you approach the stone steps, making sure not to lose your footing as you make your way towards the door. Ruby seems to have gone back to resting her head against your shoulder, though she’s still very much awake and alert as you approach the door to her apartment. You can’t really blame her for wanting to rest after consuming so much alcohol. Once you finally reach the door, you lean down to get a better look at the lock due to the poor illumination. You go through a few keys before you finally find one that turns the lock. The second you hear the tumbler click, you feel a pair of lips press against yours.


  Her lips are soft, but the fur tickling at the smooth skin of your face is softer. You immediately sense that unmistakable, bitter taste of alcohol on her tongue as it clumsily dances against your bottom lip. After a few seconds, reality returns to you, and the urge to pull away becomes overwhelming. This is exactly the kind of thing you wanted to avoid, and even if you were interested in kissing her, you would under no circumstances take advantage of a drunk girl. It takes you a couple of seconds to finally pull yourself away from her lips, practically tearing yourself away and nearly dropping her in the process. She falls back, nearly threatening to fall off of your arms thanks to a combination of your frantic movement and her own surprise. Her arms shoot out and wrap around your neck, thankfully catching herself just in time to avoid sending you both onto the ground.


  "Stop, stop, stop, stop, stop," you rapidly say as you lower her down to the ground. You desperately want to close your eyes and look away, the look of shock and confusion on Ruby’s face tearing you up inside. "I can't. I just... I can't do this, Ruby, I'm sorry."


  "Wh-what? What's wrong?" she asks, her unsteady voice already threatening to give way to heartbreak.


  "This... this is wrong, I can't just... I can't do this to you, Ruby," you say, feeling a sharp pain in your chest as you look down to see her shaking ever so slightly. You take a breath for air and try to continue, hoping to explain yourself quickly. "I should've said something sooner, but-"


  "There's always a... fucking 'I can't', or... 'I shouldn't'... with fucking everyone! Every time when it comes to me!"


  You can see the tears well up in her eyes before they slide down her furred cheeks in fat, wet drops. You want to ask her what she's talking about, or explain that you just don't want to kiss her because she's drunk; but your mouth refuses to cooperate with you as you stand there stunned. Her tone becomes unnervingly quiet, cutting through you like a knife. "I like you, but- I think... fucking every time..."


  She turns and opens the door. You can hear a soft sob as she grips the door handle, forcing your train of thought to a screeching halt as you scramble for something to say. Anything at all. "Why did I think this shit would work...." she mutters before entering and closing the door behind her.


  Your body shoots out and stops the door from closing, using your foot to keep it wedged open as you try to stop her. "Ruby! Stop, wait! That isn'- FUCK!" you try to say before cutting yourself off with a cry of pain as she tries forcing the door closed.


  "Fuck off! I don't want to hear it you... fucking goddamn arshehole!" she yells back, her breathing briefly interrupted by a sob.


  She finally stops with one last push, screaming out a furious "Fuck!" before stomping off into her apartment. You pull your foot out with a yelp of pain and shift it around, hoping to get some blood flowing back through it.


  While the door is still open, you know deep down that she doesn’t want to see you. For a brief moment you wonder if it'd just be best to go home and contact her first thing in the morning to set things right rather than intrude into her home. However, you can still recall her pained expression as you tried and failed miserably to explain yourself. You should've nipped this suspected problem in the bud way sooner. You consider leaving after her outburst to give her the space she so clearly needs, but you already feel like scum for rejecting her. If your college experiences with heavy drinking are anything to go by, it might not be safe to leave her to her own devices with how much she drank tonight. So against her word, you decide not to leave and instead opt to set things right.


  You open the door and step inside, closing the door behind you before taking a second to assess the situation and figure out what you should do. You can feel a stinging pain shoot through you with each step you take, looking down at the now wrinkled leather of the thick dress shoes that had saved your foot from further damage. You can barely see inside the dark apartment and you search for the nearest light switch, illuminating the foyer and part of the living room. The first thing you notice is that it’s much, much nicer than the cubicle you call an apartment. You figured it would be just from what you’d seen of the surrounding houses and apartments in the neighborhood, but you didn’t expect anything quite this luxurious. As your gaze travels from the full sized kitchen to the small breakfast nook alongside the spacious living room, you begin to wonder how she can afford the rent on this place with whatever her job is at the school. As you take a few cautious steps further into her apartment, you begin to notice the state of disarray the place is in. Dishes piled high in the sink, snack wrappers and takeout boxes littered around the various coffee tables in the living room and piles of clothing that you find yourself almost tripping over.


  You want to find her and figure out exactly what’s going on with her, but you figure it might be for the best if you take a few moments to gather your thoughts and plan out what you should even say. You didn't want to her to do something she'd regret the next morning, but you didn't think she’d react that way to something as simple as cutting a kiss short.


  You try to gather your thoughts and think of how to explain yourself, but your train of thought is interrupted when a sound reaches you from past the hallway. A cold chill runs down your spine when you realize that it sounds like... sobbing. Each second spent listening to the sound only causes the guilt to pile up on your shoulders and a sense of urgency fills you as you continue trying to find Ruby. You quickly make your way down the only hallway in the apartment, being careful not to trip over piles of strewn about clothing as you move. A light shines dimly from an ajar door at the end of the hallway, coming from what you can only assume is her bedroom. The stinging pain in your foot prevents you from rushing and forces you to take careful steps down the dark hallway. Deep down you hope that when you finally peer past the door, you’ll find that the sobbing you’d heard was just a figment of your imagination. You pray that you've misheard it, and that maybe it had just been the heater or AC making an odd noise. Only a thin door separates you and Ruby, and you feel as if your legs are tied down by a ball and chain as you near the end of the hall. A whirlwind of thoughts fly through your head as you put your ear to the door and listen.


  "Fucking knew it... fucking knew it, you dumb fucking bitch…." you hear that all too familiar voice mutter between choked sobs.


  The words pierce straight through your conflicted thoughts and you suddenly feel as if someone had knocked the wind right out of you. That nagging sense of guilt you’ve felt throughout the night returns, amplified by what seems like a factor of ten. It makes you feel like you have to act before things are beyond salvaging. You take a few deep breaths as you muster the fortitude to peer through the cracked open door. What you see when you finally bring your face close to the gap is the polar opposite of what you hoped you'd find, causing your stomach to twist into knots. You see her curled up on the bed in the fetal position, her face buried deep in her pillow. Despite the pillow doing it's best to muffle the sound, you can still clearly hear her sobbing. Your chest tightens and it feels like someone had just dropped an anvil directly on your heart. You find your body acting before your mind as you push open the door, causing Ruby to look to you with red, tearful eyes.


  "What do you want?!" she screams out as she fruitlessly tries to wipe away the tears, new ones quickly replacing them. "Get the fuck out!"


  You’re not sure what to say, though you’re fully aware that staying silent is just as damning as saying something unconvincing.


  “I just wanted to make sure you were okay,” you say as you take a few careful steps towards her bed.


  "Don't you come a step fucking closer!' she yells as she clenches her fist tight around the bedsheets, her aggression stopping you dead in your tracks.


  "Calm down, Ruby. I just wanted to talk, okay," you say, putting your hands up to show you’re willing to listen.


  "Calm down? Calm fffuckin' down, mate?! You're telling me to be fuckin' calm when you fffucking... shhit all over me?!"


  "What are you even talking about, Ruby?" you ask, genuinely wondering if that's how she saw it when you pushed her away after the impromptu kiss. You desperately want to explain the reasons behind your actions but she continues to march forward with her verbal barrage.


  "Don't fucking play dumb, you cunt! You keep fffuckin'... saying all this stuff! Making me feel... fucking good again! And jusht like before, I think it'sh all okay, and I just... get fucking thrown off like I'm nothing!" she shouts out as she practically leaps off the bed, quickly closing the distance between the two of you. She stops just before reaching you, a choked sob leaving her throat when she does. You see mascara laden tears start to run down her face, staining her normally brown fur with streaks of black.


  "Ruby, I don't... What do you mean like before?" you ask, still unsure of what you’d done to her that warranted this kind of reaction. “Whatever I said or did to you, I’m sorry. This is the last thing I wanted to happen.”


  "Last thing you wanted to happen...." she mutters, letting out a weak chuckle before resuming her crying. "Yeah right, you expect me to believe that? You even... fffuckin' told me that I was jussht a... fucking last resort."


  “What? I never said anything like that,” you say, and you feel slight relief at the prospect that this was all likely a misunderstanding.


  "You told me on the goddamn phone!" Her hand clenches into a tight fist, only to be released mere moments later as her composure of rage breaks. She lets out another sob as she abandons her approach to sit back down on the edge of her bed. She turns her head away from you to stare down at the floor, then takes a shuddering breath before muttering, "I shhould've known better... I'm such a stupid fucking cunt..."


  “You’re not either of those things, Ruby,” you say, and you take a single experimental step forward.


  "Oh yeah?! Then why do you only see me as jusht... a damn seatwarmer! Becaushe you think I'm a fucking disgusting, fat cunt, jusht like the others?!" she yells again, and you can see more teardrops forming in her eyes as her breathing quickens.


  You’ve never seen her act this way before and hearing her verbally tear into herself leaves you speechless. Not in a million years would you have predicted you were going to end up in this situation tonight. The worst part is you feel woefully unprepared to deal with her in this delicate state. It feels like you’re navigating a minefield and you’re left paralyzed for fear of making the situation worse. The only thing you can think to say is something that’s sitting at the forefront of your thoughts, a simple question that you hope will help you figure out what’s going on with her.


  "Ruby, what are you talking about? I never said you were a seatwarmer, and I've never thought of you that way,” you quickly shoot back before she continues to put herself down. “And what others? Who’s saying this stuff to you?"


  "Fucking everyone'sss saying it! Every goddamn one..." she yells, quickly petering into a sob as the words leave her mouth. "If they don't outright hate me... orr talk ssshit about me, or lie to me, or try to make me feel worshe than I already do... then they just... just... fucking look at me and think, 'Oh... there's that one girl that keeps fucking... getting shit on by everyone! Poor fucking her!'"


  More and more tear drops begin to fall down her soaking wet, furred cheeks as she tries and fails to catch her breath. "What's the point of working out and taking care of myself! If…." she yells, her breath shuddering deeply once again as more tears form in her bloodshot eyes. "...if every single time I look in the mirror I see an ugly bitch?" she whimpers before trailing off into more sobbing.


  “So tell me how I’m supposed to feel when-” she cuts off, sniffling and wiping away at more tears, staining her already dark hands with the black mascara. “-the only reason you asked me out was because you needed someone to fill a seat!”


  You begin to say something to defend your position before you quickly cut yourself short. It dawns on you that she isn’t wrong in her assumption, even if you never explicitly stated it. You feel like you deserve to be yelled at for being so inconsiderate of her feelings. No amount of good intentions could excuse the fact that you used her as arm candy even if you came to enjoy her company throughout the night. Even still, you feel as if she’s being too harsh on herself, her assessment enough to make your heart feel as if it’s being pierced by a dagger. The only thing you can think to say is something that can’t be interpreted as anything else but burning sincerity.


  “I’m sorry, Ruby,” you say, taking the opportunity to take another step forward.


  "How shhhould I even believe that you're sorry? Ffucking... so many people told me, 'I'm sssorry', 'I didn't mean it', 'I'll never do it again'...." she says in an eerily calm tone, rapidly blinking a few times to clear the tears from her eyes. "Like it jusht... makes all of the shhit they put me through all okay."


  "Every single name, poke, pussh, laugh, hit... fucking everything all okay. And that it makesh ME the bitch for shaying it's all wrong, even when they'rrrre lying through their teeth shaying they're sorry... just ssso they can do it all over again."


  As Ruby catches her breath and continues wiping away at the tears collecting on her face with her black-stained hands, you're left in a stunned silence. You muster up the nerve to try and make things better for her, hoping that you can break through her shell of sorrowful self-deprecation. "Look, I'm not going to lie and say I know how you feel right now, but you can't honestly think I was putting on an act, right?" you say, doing your best to not let your temper get the better of you. "All that time we spent together these past two weeks doesn't mean anything to you? You think I’d go on these jogs and work out with you damn near everyday if I didn’t enjoy your company?"


  "Someone put on an act for two whole years!" she yells without a slur, as if all the alcohol had left her body in one furious shout. "And what did he do?! He disappeared, left me to be mocked, and when I did see him again he just... fucking told me it was all just a joke!" She pauses to catch her breath. "You don't- no, you can't know what it's like to have your heart broken. Not like I do. Not like that."


  “I'm sorry that happened to you, Ruby. I can't imagine what it's like to go through something like that," you say, feeling a pang of guilt as you tell the half-truth. "But you can't expect me to know that about you if you never told me.”


  "And you can't just expect people to talk to others about old shit that hurt them, Mike."


  Your brow furrows as your frustration finally gives way. You run a hand through your hair before letting out a long sigh, all the while throwing up your free hand up out of exasperation. "I tried, alright? I told you that you could come to me if you ever wanted to talk about something. Just like you did for me."


  "You don't go around reopening old wounds just to talk about them with the first person that comes along!" she shouts. "Maybe... Maybe it's for the best if you just leave, Mike."


  "Just leave? How can you expect me to leave and just... forget about everything that's happened tonight?"


  "What is it that you want to hear from me?" she asks, finally daring to meet your gaze again. "That you're forgiven so you can rest easy tonight?"


  "What, so you just want me to leave you here to-" you start, cutting yourself off before you say something you'll further regret. You wish you could’ve kept your stupid, fat mouth shut, as you've made things that much worse for her.


  "Leave me here to what? Feel like shit? Or are you going to feed me some bullshit about how everything's okay? How I'm still a 'good person', but that you just don't want to be with someone like me?"


  "Because I'm still gonna feel like shit either way," she mutters, new tears forming and threatening to wet her cheeks again. She shudders in breath before continuing, "So you might as well just go."


  "If you really want me to go, I'll go,” you say, even though your brain is screaming at you to do the exact opposite. “I just want you to know everything I said tonight wasn't a lie."


  She remains silent, once again making a futile attempt at wiping away tears with her fingers, only managing to spread around more of her already smeared makeup. She looks away from you once again as she continues to breathe in shuddering gasps.


  “I meant what I said earlier, Ruby,” you say, the concern in your voice palpable. "I wouldn't lie about having a good time with you tonight or about all the reasons I asked you to be my date in the first place."


  You watch her as you continue to speak and you notice her breathing slowly returning to a steady pace as she takes deep breaths. You feel relieved that the panicked expression you’d seen in her throughout the night is nowhere to be found for the time being.


  You can't help but feel responsible for everything that's happened tonight and her silence only amplifies the guilt you're feeling right now. "Look, I'm sorry. I shouldn't have even come into your apartment like this but I couldn't stop thinking abou-"


  “It's fine....” she quietly responds, still refusing to look at you before continuing. "I should've realized... fucking stupid of me not to. I didn't stop to think about whether you wanted to even kiss me or not. Fucking stupid, selfish and-"


  "Don't," you interrupt, and she briefly looks up as you continue to speak. "You're not awful like you make yourself out to be, Ruby. Not even in the slightest.”


  You can see the barest hint of a smile flash across her face for a brief moment before she speaks, her tears now barely flowing. “...You sound like my mum, Mike.”


  You take the opportunity to approach the bed and take a seat on the very edge, turning to look at her before flashing her what you hope is a comforting smile as you respond. “If it’s what it takes to get you to understand then I have no problems with sounding like your mum.”


  The two of you just sit there looking at each other for what feels like an eternity, neither of you daring to break the silence. There's a conflict raging inside you, your brain screaming at you to just comfort her, hold her or to do anything but sit there staring like an idiot. But you're paralyzed by fear, unsure if merely touching her would be enough to instill another bout of panic induced sobbing in her. You opt to play it safe and let her make a move first, promising that you'd respect whatever decision she came to, whether she told you to stay or go.


  “... I don’t want you to go, Mike,” she says, her brutal honesty enough to leave you lost for words. “...I just thought something was happening. I guess I was just seeing what I wanted to see.”


  "... Can I tell you something?" you ask, lowering your tone to almost a whisper in an effort to keep her calm.


  She sniffles in an attempt to clear her nose, but the noise instead turns into a snort. “Yeah, sure.”


  “The only reason I didn’t kiss you back is because I didn’t want to take advantage of you,” you say, rubbing at the back of your neck in embarrassment at your brazen admission.


  She breaks eye contact and looks down at the bed, her thumbs fidgeting with the hem of her dress. You can see her tail twitching ever so slightly out of the corner of your eye.


  "I'm sorry about what I did and everything that happened tonight, Ruby. I can just leave if you want," you say, moving to get up from the bed.


  "No, I... I don't want you to leave."


  You turn around, noticing her tail twitching at a more noticeable speed as she struggles to find something else to say.


  You can see her mouth trying to form words, but they silently die in her throat before she could speak them. "Alright, Ruby," you respond, breaking her from her anxious loop to look back up into your eyes for a brief moment. "I'll stay a little longer."


  “Y-you can-” she mutters, cutting herself off as her gaze strays from yours. “You can lay against the bed if you want, Mike.”


  “You sure?” you ask, not wanting to make a move until you double check that it’s alright with her first.


  The only response you get back from her is in the form of a nod and you slowly inch your way along the edge of the bed until the headboard is directly on your left. You think about taking off your shoes before raising your legs onto the bed, but decide against it for fear of her reading into it as you getting comfortable despite everything that’s happened tonight. The last thing you’d like to do right now is lead her on a second time. You lay against the hard wooden backboard, the pillow pressing against your lower back providing you with a small amount of comfort. After getting yourself situated, things are no different than before, the two of you looking to one another as you each wait for the other to make a move. After a couple of minutes you see her shift and start to inch her way towards you, only stopping when your bodies are about to touch.


  You can see the apprehension in her eyes and movements, her hand almost reaching out to you before retracting and balling up into a fist. “Can I?”


  You’re not sure what it is she wants to do, but you’re terrified that denying her is only going to make things worse, so you nod. “Yeah, it’s okay.”


  You expect her to scoot even closer to you, but within seconds you feel the heft of her head resting against your shoulder, an errant strand of hair tickling the exposed skin of your neck. Looking down at her face only causes you to feel the sting of guilt, her makeup streaked fur leaving black stains on your white dress shirt as she buries her head into your chest. You can see trails of now dried tears running down her the length of her face, clearly visible even in the faintly illuminated room. You want to say you’re sorry, even though deep down you know it’s not nearly enough to make up for the damage you’d done tonight. Even still, you figure it’s a good start towards making things right and you open your mouth to speak, only to be interrupted by the sound of her voice ringing out first.


  “I’m s-sorry, Mike,” she says, and it pains you to see fresh tears forming in the corner of her eyes. “I was supposed to be a good date and I couldn’t even do that right. All I did was make you look like an arse for bringing me along to cock things up.”


  She buries the side of her head and snout even deeper into your shoulder. Her tears start to soak through your dress shirt, and you have to fight the urge to just wrap your arms around her to provide comfort. The only thing that keeps you from doing so is the ever present fear of making things worse for her. You decide to carefully bring your right hand up to her head and position it between her two pointed ears, resting it there to provide some semblance of comfort to the girl crying in your arms. “There’s nothing to be sorry about Ruby, if anything it’s my fault for not being straight with you beforehand. I accept your apology, but I shouldn’t have led you on like that. I’m sorry.”


  "No... it's all my fault. I'm sorry... I'm sorry... I fucked up, I fucked up, I fucked up...." she sobs as she buries the side of her face deeper into your now wet shoulder, gripping your other shoulder and dress shirt tightly for support.


  Her breathing is erratic and you can hear a muffled sputter between sobs as she tries and fails to get it back under control. You apply a tiny bit of pressure with the hand on her head, pressing her deeper into your shoulder in an attempt to show that you’re still here with her. The minutes that follow feel like hours and you’re not sure what to say to her, or if you should even say anything at all. The only saving grace is that you can feel the flow of her tears slowly coming to an end, though you’re almost positive it’s because she has no more left to cry. You flinch when you feel her free hand brush against your shoulder, though a quick glance down tells you she’s just using it to wipe away whatever tears hadn’t already soaked into your shirt. Another few minutes go by and you’re surprised that she’s the first to break the silence.


  "You shouldn't have to be nice to me after I yelled at you, Mike," she mutters, sniffling as she continues to rub at one eye. “You’ve been nothing but nice to me all night even after I made you look so bad at the restaurant. I’m sorry.”


  “I already told you I forgive you for that. It wasn’t nearly as bad as you think it is, really,” you say, idly brushing your fingers against her hair in the hopes it’ll help calm her down. “I’ve got plenty to apologize for too. I deserved to be yelled at for just walking in, even after you told me to leave, and it really hurts me to see you like this. I’m sorry, Ruby.”


  “Thank you, Mike, but... I don't just feel terrible for yelling at you, it's because I yelled at you for something that isn't even remotely close to being your fault.” she says, and you can feel her ear twitch and bump into one of your fingers as she continues to speak. “I usually don’t even think about it, but for some reason it just all came back to me at once tonight, so... I'm sorry for lashing out at you like that, you didn't deserve it."


  Your thoughts come to a standstill as you try to figure out what to say next, and only one question comes to mind: "What happened?"


  "I... I shouldn't have talked about it to begin with. None of it was your fault,” she says with an almost eerie level of calm.


  "Do... you want to talk about it now?" you ask, hoping she'll open up to you so that you can be of help.


  There's a pause. Ruby breathes in, then replies with a brief, "No."


  Her response makes you think it’s probably a bad idea to continue prodding into something that seems like a fairly personal matter to her. That isn’t to say you don’t want her to open up to you about it, especially after seeing all the tears she’d shed over it tonight. You aren’t sure how to respond to her denial though, instead opting to just say one word.


  “Okay,” you say, and you continue to hold her in your arms in the hopes that she drifts off to sleep soon.


  Before you can adjust to the silence in the room, Ruby quietly speaks up again, "I'm a fucking cunt for thinking you were doing this on purpose... you’re too good to me, being willing to put up with my shit… I’m sorry, Mike."


  A small smile tugs at the corner of your mouth as you speak. “I accept your apology, but I’m not ‘putting up’ with anything, Ruby, I promise.”


  “Ah, stop lying, mate. I know I can be a handful,” she mutters, struggling to meet your gaze as she continues to speak. “You’re too nice for your own good sometimes, you know that?”


  Minutes pass and even though you’re glad she’s no longer crying, you can’t help but feel a pang of guilt for setting all of this in motion. No matter how many times she’d told you it wasn’t your fault, you still can’t help but feel responsible for almost everything that happened tonight. For a moment you wonder if there’s more you could be doing to comfort her. From the little she’d told you during her bouts of yelling you could glean that she’d been through a much rougher breakup than any you’d ever experienced before. It made your blood boil to think anyone could’ve been horrible enough to her in the past that it still hurts this much years later. And to make matters worse she wasn’t exactly wrong when she said you couldn’t know what it was like to have your heart broken like that. While your past relationship didn’t end as smoothly as you would’ve liked it to, being led on for two years was just… downright cruel. A few more minutes pass and you can feel her shifting into a more comfortable position against your body.


  “Can I ask you something, Mike?” she nearly mutters, and you quickly look down at her, giving her your undivided attention.


  You quickly nod in approval even though the nervous, unsure look in her eyes makes you wary of what she’s about to ask you. “Yeah, sure.”


  "Did you mean what you said? About the whole... kissing me back thing?" she asks, and the instant you parse her sentence you’re left lost for words. “Y-you don’t have to answer if you don’t want to.”


  You feel as if you’ve been put in the center of a minefield, any possible answer you could ever hope to give her likely being one she doesn’t want to hear. It dawns on you that you can’t even answer the question in your own head. You run the night’s events through your head and try to picture if things would’ve gone differently had your morals not been a factor to consider. Worse still, you remembered that the thought of dating an anthro girl or even dating her earlier in the night hadn’t bothered you in the slightest. As much as you wanted to say that you still wouldn’t have done anything if she wasn’t drunk, you knew you’d be telling a lie in saying so. Even though you apparently have... feelings for the girl in your arms, that intense fear of of permanently damaging your friendship with her keeps you from acknowledging it. You decide honesty is the best policy given how much she’d opened up to you throughout the night whether she intended to or not.


  “Look I-” you start, and you have to fight against the lump forming in your throat to give your explanation. “Look, I should’ve said something about this to you a long time ago and I feel like an idiot for not having mentioned it before. If you weren’t drunk and I hadn’t just gotten through a bad breakup a few weeks ago? Yeah I… definitely would’ve kissed you.”


  You’re shocked at your own honesty, and despite that you still feel a tinge of anxiety as you await her response. Her gaze meets yours and you mentally brace for what you’re about to hear when you see her mouth begin to move.


  “Shit, mate, I had no idea,” she says, and you can begin to see the barest hints of a blush start to form underneath thin layers of brown fur. “I’m sorry for being such an awful cunt to you tonight.”


  “Nah, It’s mostly my fault, I should’ve said something about it before asking you to come on this date with me,” you say, bringing up your free hand to rest on her exposed, furred shoulder, pulling her tighter to you as you continue to speak. “If anything, I’m the one who should be apologizing for what I did back at the restaurant.”


  “Huh?” she asks, looking up at you in confusion. “But... you didn’t do anything back at the restaurant, at least not that I can remember.”


  “Yeah, that’s exactly why I want to apologize,” you trail off, struggling to find the right words to explain why even now you still feel guilty. “I should’ve cut you off way before Kevin and Melanie stepped in to do it and I just… didn’t. Instead of saying something, or anything really, I stayed silent for stupid reasons. It was my responsibility as your date to look out for you and instead of doing that I was too busy worrying about what other people would think if I caused a scene. It was shitty of me to do and I’m sorry for that.”


  “We’re both kind of fuckups, aren’t we?” she chuckles weakly as she continues rubbing at one eye. “I forgive you though.”


  “I forgive you too,” you say and the two of you just continue to sit there, neither of you daring to break the silence despite staring intently into each other’s eyes. She eventually breaks eye contact first and rests her head against your chest. She takes in a quiet breath through her mouth and releases it in a long sigh. You can feel the tenseness of her body waning as she relaxes further into you, her previously labored gasps for air now steady, quiet breathing.


  You can feel the wet patches on your clothes begin to cool, and you can no longer feel Ruby crying fresh tears on you. You gently shift your fingers through the hair on her head, thankful that things have finally calmed down a bit. Despite everything that's happened tonight, your heart slows in response to feeling Ruby's gentle heartbeat against your chest.


  Your eyelids begin to flutter as the call for sleep tugs at them, forcing you to break the moment of silence with a question. "Is it okay if I sleep on the couch?" She doesn't respond, leaving you unsure if she still wants you here or is even awake to begin with.


  You gently shift one of your legs out from under her own and hang it off the edge of the bed, but you stop as you hear her take a quick, sharp breath in. You feel her head gently shift against your chest; which only confirms that she probably did fall asleep resting against you. "Sorry, Ruby. Just going to go sleep on the couch," you repeat, seeing her ear twitch slightly in silent response.


  "... Do you have a blanket I could borrow?" you ask as you shift your other leg out over the bed and gently move her off of your legs and onto the bed.


  She doesn't respond, making you question again if she's awake or asleep. You decide against risking waking her up and slowly come to a rise, but you stop as you hear her voice and feel something holding your arm back by the sleeve.


  "No... Please...." she whimpers out as she weakly tugs the sleeve of your shoulder back to her.


  You stop and look at Ruby, noticing that her expression is different than it was just moments ago. The sinking feeling in your gut returns when you see her expression, a harsh reminder of the same panic you saw in her eyes earlier tonight. Her mouth opens as if she’s trying to say something, but you can tell she’s having trouble finding the words. You feel a pang of guilt when you see her breathing begin to quicken again, and you take the initiative to say something first.


  "You... want me to sleep with you here? On the bed?" you ask just to make sure you’re understanding her correctly. “Are you sure? I don’t mind crashing on the couch.”


  She nods, still holding onto your sleeve and giving it another slight yet firm tug that tells you everything you need to know. You take a deep breath and stretch your nearly asleep leg before putting them both back on the bed. You once again find yourself resting against the hard wooden backboard of her bed, wondering how you’re going to fall asleep sitting upright. Ruby shifts against you as she tries to find a comfortable spot to rest her head on, though you’re oddly surprised that she wants you to stay after everything that’s happened tonight. Somehow she senses your discomfort and reaches for a large pillow near the foot of the bed, handing it to you. “Sorry, thought you had a pillow behind you.”


  You can’t help but smile at how considerate she is, even under these circumstances. You ease back into the pillow, giving some relief to your back and neck as Ruby rests back against you. You bring a hand back around her and rest it against her shoulder, leaving your other at your side. You can feel Ruby begin to slowly drift back into what you assume is slumber, making it a struggle for you to not follow suit. You can feel the tickle of fur against your neck as she shifts against you in her sleep, the warmth nearly enough to make you shiver. Her position looks to be a bit uncomfortable and you shift yourself to provide her head better support. Her quiet expression as she sleeps is cute, at least from what you can see in the dark. It’s certainly a far cry from how she looked earlier; but you’re thankful that you managed to talk things out enough to get her into this calm state.


  You take a brief moment to think about what you’re going to do or say to her in the morning given you’ve basically promised to stay the night. You want to do something to make up for everything you’ve put her through throughout the entire night, knowing she’d likely do the same for you if the roles were reversed. You realize far too late that you’d forgotten to give her the necklace you’d bought earlier in the day, carefully reaching down with your free hand to retrieve the small box in your pocket. You look at the small, unassuming box as you question your options. You're unsure if it'd even be a good idea to give it to her now, especially after explaining your troubling situation in full honesty and seeing how hurt Ruby was by virtue of you never telling her. You set the box on the nightstand beside the bed, hoping that you'll have a clear and far less exhausted mind in the morning to make your decision on what to do with her gift.


  You gently shift your fingers around the soft fur on her shoulder and rest your head further back. You close your eyes and let out a quiet yawn. You'll figure it all out in the morning. For now, you're just relieved you accomplished what you’d set out to do. You hope that things will continue to go smoothly tomorrow. You take several deep breaths in and out through your nose and relax your shoulders. You rest more of your arm around Ruby and pull her tighter to you before finally joining the tired roo.







      

  












      Chapter 7
  








  You let out a groan as you slowly come to, your eyelids unable to keep out the sunlight seeping in through the window curtains. To say you didn't sleep well would be an understatement, judging by the soreness radiating from your back. You quickly come to realize you aren’t in your bedroom, not unless you re-decorated it from the ground up and somehow also forgot overnight. Movie posters adorn the walls and on the dresser are what look to be… plushies? Honestly, if you didn’t remember that you’d stayed the night, you never would’ve guessed this is her room. A glance down reveals a still asleep Ruby, resting against you with her arm loosely wrapped around your torso. While you’d like nothing more than to just rest your aching body back into bed and appreciate her company, you know better.
Last night alone made you well aware of the veritable powder keg of emotions you’re toying with. And even though you know that your next move could be the spark to reignite that short fuse, some part of you is telling you to put some distance between the two of you. Everything that happened last night is still vivid in your mind and just thinking about some of the things she admitted to you is enough to make your blood boil. While her words stung, you can’t help but feel like some of her anger was justified, even if misdirected. Two whole years… just thinking about what could’ve happened to her is enough to send a shudder down your spine. Even through her choked sobs and loud snorts, you think you got the gist of what she'd gone through, wincing as you think back on the more vivid details. You briefly wonder how long ago this happened to her, and your train of thought momentarily drifts to your botched relationship with Kelly.
By comparison, your problems and hangups seem like an insignificant blip on the map. You rub your eyes and take a slow, deep breath as your brain works out what to do next, knowing staying in bed isn’t a luxury you can afford.
You decide to start with the first step to any plan you could come up with: leaving the bed. Hesitantly, you look down at Ruby, still peacefully resting despite you now being fully awake. While you try to ignore the irrational part of your brain, you can’t help but think it’s wrong that she’s holding you for comfort after shutting her down the way you did. You try to shake off the thought and make a risky, yet calculated shift of your torso as you watch her, thankful that she barely reacts to your movements. You hope that she’s a heavy sleeper as you slowly shimmy your way out from under her and towards the edge of the bed. Once there, you gingerly lift her arm and set it down gently onto the sheets beneath her, being careful to not make any noise as you slowly come to a rise. You bite back a groan as you shift your legs off the side of the bed, your sore back a reminder of the uncomfortable position you'd fallen asleep in; your foot an equally terrible reminder of how you got yourself in this situation in the first place. Now that you’re up and about, you’re not entirely sure what you should do next. You figure she could use a glass of water and some aspirin, but you’re not keen on raiding her medicine cabinet. The next best thing you can think to do is to leave a glass of water on the nightstand. After all, it’s the least you can do to try and remedy last night’s fuckups, assuming partial responsibility for how much she had to drink.
It feels like you're violating her privacy just by looking at the way she's decorated and organized her bedroom without her explicit permission. You quickly shake off the feeling that you're an unwanted intruder, being careful to not make any noise as you head towards the kitchen. With the natural light now illuminating the house, you get a clearer picture of the layout and the-
"Fuck!" you quietly hiss out as you stumble, thankfully catching yourself as you brace against the wall. 'And the mess the place is in,' your thoughts finish, having nearly tripped over a discarded pair of sweatpants dead in the middle of the hallway.
You usually try not to assume the worst in people, but the rest of her apartment doesn’t exactly paint a picture of tidiness. The takeout boxes and snack wrappers littered about the kitchen counter you could accept since it’s not like she was expecting company last night, but the dishes piled high in the sink are almost inexcusable in your eyes. Your parents had drilled some pretty high standards of cleanliness into you, and you take pride in keeping your apartment pristine regardless of if you were having company over or not. There’s no way you’re going to be able to concentrate on anything else until you clean up this mess of a kitchen; so you rummage around its drawers for a bit until you find some garbage bags.
'Okay... I’ll clean this up real quick, then get her a glass of water. Probably the least I can do to make up for what I did last night,' you think to yourself as you air out the garbage bag before getting to work.
As you clean up the trash scattered about the kitchen, you hope that having her house in this state isn’t something Ruby considers normal. It would drive you up a wall if she invited you over and things were like this, so much so that you’re not sure you’d be able to resist commenting on it. You wonder if the little you learned about her last night has anything to do with the disarray her apartment is in. Another part wonders if you would’ve even learned about that to begin with, had you put your foot down and cut her off. You know everyone handles being drunk differently and while last night is proof of that, the more you think about it, the more you feel responsible for what happened. Maybe if you'd just... had the guts to say something a few minutes earlier it would've made enough of a difference to matter? You keep replaying the events in your head and even though you have no way of knowing for sure, you’re almost positive she wouldn’t have tried to kiss you had she not been hammered. And despite everything, you’re glad the two of you ended up laying everything out the way you did, even if the circumstances weren’t ideal. It’s a painful reminder of the mistakes you made with Kelly, your failure to come to terms with the way you felt leading to your relationship quickly crumbling down around you. Your fear of dealing with things head-on reared its ugly head again last night, that much was apparent. You can’t help but feel disgusted with yourself for being afraid of making a scene at the restaurant, especially after making it abundantly clear to both yourself and Ruby that you care about her a great deal. Maybe it’d be for the best if you were more assertive in general? The thought gives you momentary pause, and you can feel your stomach flip and churn at the idea of acting the same way you did back in college. You know the reason you've acted like you're walking on eggshells around Ruby is out of fear of ruining yet another good relationship. Both extremes have gotten you nowhere, handling every outing and conversation with kid gloves proving to be just as disastrous as the hands-off approach you took in your relationship with Kelly. As much as you’d like to cast the thoughts from your mind permanently, you keep thinking back to your past relationships as you shove more and more things into the trash bag. You realize it’s probably horribly unhealthy to cling to the past the way you have, but you’re not entirely sure how else to handle things. You finish cleaning up the kitchen, tying up the trash bag, and shoving it in a corner before the dishes in the sink catch your eye once more. You didn't initially intend on washing them out of fear of overstepping your boundaries as a guest, but something inside you practically compels you to finish tidying things up, caving into your inner neat freak as you make your way towards the sink.
'...Maybe clean this too,’ you think to yourself as your gaze wanders to the slightly dirtied countertop. ‘No, no, just do this last thing, then get her some water.’
As you wash the dishes, you realize you could probably do with being less harsh on yourself, considering it’d make you a hypocrite if you didn’t, given what you said to Ruby last night. Putting all the blame on yourself for how your relationship with Kelly fell apart would only further muddle your judgment when deciding how to handle your friendship with Ruby. Though after yesterday, you’re not entirely sure there’s still a friendship left to handle. You can feel the anxiety bubbling up in your gut just thinking about what to say or do when she wakes up. Some part of you would prefer to avoid the conversation that you know is coming, and yet your rational half is screaming that you should come clean to her. You’re not even sure how much you should share with her, given you’re terrified of her learning about the kind of person you can be. Given all the things she said about you being nice and well mannered last night, you’re almost positive if she knew about the nature of your last relationship, she would’ve never been interested in you as a friend, much less romantically. You’re conflicted, because on the one hand, you know coming clean and explaining yourself is the right thing to do. On the other hand, you’re terrified about how she’ll react to your honesty and the fact that you’d kept this from her for so long.
You try to distract yourself by finishing the last of the dishes so you can get her some water. After you finish drying off the last plate, you towel off your hands before grabbing a clean glass and filling it from the sink. You carefully make your way back towards her bedroom, wincing slightly with each step you take. It stings a bit when you attempt to wiggle your toes around and for a moment you’re worried the door slam might’ve broken something. You don’t exactly hold it against Ruby because she didn’t knowingly do it, though you wonder if she even remembers it happening. Even if she doesn’t, you’re sure she’ll notice the slight limp in your step, and you briefly consider trying to conceal it. You quickly disregard the thought, knowing keeping something like that a secret won’t do either of you any favors. As you slowly begin to open the door to her room, you pray that the light you’re letting in from the hallway doesn’t prematurely wake her. You gently tiptoe towards her nightstand and carefully set the glass of water down before looking down at her.
You feel relief seeing her in this calm, undisturbed state, though you quickly notice she’s now hugging her pillow, a slight smile on her face as if dreaming of pleasant things. The sight is enough to make you smile, and you barely manage to resist the urge to chuckle. You soon realize watching her sleep is a bit creepy, and decide to head back to the living room to try and think of what you’re going to say when she wakes up.
When you reach the kitchen, you take a seat on one of the stools, tapping your fingers on the granite countertop as you try and get your thoughts together. Just thinking about how to start a conversation about what happened last night has your insides squirming in anxious wait. Past that feeling of butterflies fluttering about in your stomach, you can feel a slight rumbling; a staunch reminder of the fact that you didn't get to finish your meal last night. You look at the gas range almost longingly, reminded of days when you'd cook at your parent’s house. You hadn't realized it last night, but her kitchen is an extremely upscale one, even featuring a small island to do prep work on. By comparison, the kitchen in your current apartment leaves a lot to be desired, with barely enough arm room to chop vegetables comfortably. The thought gives you an idea though, and you consider whipping up some breakfast for both yourself and Ruby. You’re conflicted about actually going through with the plan, given it’s not your house or food that you’d be cooking; though you’d be lying if you said you weren’t interested in cooking in such a nice kitchen. Cooking has always been relaxing to you and you figure it might help you get your mind in a better state to prepare for the awkward conversation ahead. You get off the stool and walk towards the fridge, a bit apprehensive about taking a peek to see what’s inside. You’re unsure about basically raiding her kitchen to make breakfast, but you think she’ll ultimately appreciate the gesture. Plus, maybe you could use the breakfast as a peace offering of some kind. You press on, opening the door before scanning the fridge for things to throw together to make into something edible. For how big the fridge is, the selection inside is fairly slim, a few takeout containers which you assume have leftovers inside, some eggs, a half-finished packet of bacon, and some butter. It’ll do for breakfast, though the milk and eggs have you wondering if the other ingredients for pancakes are lingering elsewhere. You collect the ingredients in your arms and set them down on the counter, quickly getting to work in the hopes you can have breakfast done before she wakes up.

  *****

You awake to a terrible grittiness somewhere under your eyelids, scratching at the sensitive lenses below. A sense of dread fills you as you realize you fell asleep with your contact lenses still in, the feeling slowly creeping into the rest of your body, the once subtle aches and pains now screaming to be heard. You loudly groan as you start to sit up in your bed, the awful feeling of removing your long dried contacts only made worse by the pounding headache brought on by your sudden movements. With a relieved sigh you manage to successfully remove the contacts, setting them aside on the nightstand before attempting to blink some much-needed moisture back into your eyes. As soon as your lids part, the blinding light streaming through the curtains burns into them, driving you to duck your head back into the pillow. 'How much did I drink last night?' you ponder as you rub the soreness from your eyes. All that discomfort pales in comparison to the raging hangover pounding its way out of your head. The room seems to spin when you turn your head and while it's not nearly as bad as other times, it's not exactly an experience you're keen on reliving. Hangovers are far from your favorite thing, but a headache and some nausea beat cleaning puked on sheets any day.
‘The pretzels and water he gave me really must’ve-’
You quickly look to your side, and you grimace as the sudden movement sends fresh, sharp waves of pain throughout your head. He isn't there, and the only sign of him ever being here is the wrinkled pillow resting against the backboard of the bed. Your chest tightens even though you fully understand why he would leave. A tired sigh escapes you as you force yourself fully upright, though something catches your eye as you lift yourself upright. Your hands are stained a dark black, with certain spots having long streaks of shadowy makeup smeared across the fur leading up to your forearm. More importantly, after finishing the brief examination of your dirtied arms, you notice a glass of water and a small box beside you on the nightstand. You shift yourself to the edge of the bed and instead reach for the small, plainly colored box. While you know it’s none of your business to look inside, curiosity gets the better of you and you can’t resist the temptation to carefully slide the top off.
What you see inside is a gold necklace resting gingerly atop fluffy jewelry padding, a brilliantly shining, polished amber stone set into the pendant attached to it. You can’t shake the feeling that you’ve seen this somewhere before when it suddenly hits you: this is the very same necklace you’d had your eye on a week ago. The thought of Mike buying it leaves you confused, your head swimming with possibilities as you try and figure out why he’d left it. The fact that he was observant enough to notice your interest in it surprises you, considering you never brought it up to him. Was he planning on giving it to you before you ruined the night? Did he leave it on your nightstand by mistake? While your memory is hazy at best, you think you remember most of what went down last night. There’s no accompanying note as far as you can tell, even going so far as to peek behind the nightstand in case it had fallen. If he’d been planning on giving this to you, there’s no way you could accept it under the circumstances. After botching the dinner date with your self-sabotaging you don’t even feel you deserve his friendship, much less a piece of jewelry he spent god knows how much on. You close the box and opt to deal with it later, carefully setting it back down where you found it. You fish your phone out of your pouch to check for any potentially missed messages from him. The only thing you find, however, is that you’d slept in until almost noon. You’re suddenly thankful today is Sunday.
Even the slightest movements aggravate your pounding headache, but if you don’t get out of bed now then you know you’ll be glued to it until later in the afternoon. You carefully move your legs off the side of the bed, taking deep breaths until the feeling of nausea finally subsides. In one slow, yet deliberate motion, you stand upright, briefly closing your eyes until you get your bearings together. Your stomach grumbles and you realize that if you don’t get some food in you soon, you’re going to be feeling like shit all day. But first, you decide to slip out of the dress limiting your movements, pulling off your skirt and top, and leaving them on the bed to deal with later. You look down and consider taking off your push-up bra to join the clothes pile on the bed. After some thought, you decide to leave it on for now, the autumn cold liable to freeze your nips off otherwise. You collect your contacts and drag yourself towards the bathroom, making a beeline for the sink to place the lenses in their case before you begin to brush the harsh and dry taste of bourbon out of your mouth. As you brush your teeth, you catch a glimpse of your mascara-stained fur in the mirror, suddenly having to fight the urge to look away. While your reflection isn’t as awful as it was the night before, several black lines streak across your face from your eyes all the way down to the darker fur of your chin. No matter how hard you try to dispel them, memories of last night dance about in your head, mixing in with the regret and nausea you feel forming in the pit of your stomach. You quickly finish brushing your teeth before splashing your face with warm water, hoping to wash away any physical reminders of your mistakes. The dryness in your eyes only serves to further blur your vision and you rummage around the medicine cabinet until you find the bottle of eye drops. You tilt your head back and put a few drops in each eye, blinking a couple of times to make sure they stay in. While saline isn’t some magical cure-all, you feel the discomfort slowly start to wane. Even still, you’d have to go a few hours without your contacts until your eyes recover from their dehydrated state. You quickly dry off your fur before going back into the bedroom, downing the entire glass of water on your nightstand before palming the small jewelry box. As you make your way down the hallway and towards the kitchen, you think about what you’re going to do with it next time you see Mike. Would he even want to see you again? You hope the things he said last night weren’t empty promises but just the fact that he left without saying anything stings, and you can feel the butterflies in your stomach fluttering violently. You find it hard to breathe through your nose, your sniffles turning into a loud snort as you attempt to clear it. As much of an annoyance as a stuffy nose can be, you can put up with it for the time being.
‘Wonder if I still have some of that nasal spray,’ you think to yourself, briefly considering turning back for the bathroom. You ultimately decide against it, having made it this far down the hallway without iss-
Your thoughts are quickly cut short by your lost footing as you’re sent careening forward, tripping on what you can only assume is a piece of clothing.
“Shit!” you yell out, thankfully managing to catch yourself on the edge of your couch before hitting the ground. “Fucking stupid goddamn pants!”
Even though you’d like to blame the fact that everything a foot in front of you is a blurry mess, you know you should’ve been paying more attention. You’re halfway through pulling yourself to your feet when you hear a sound that leaves you frozen in shock.
“Ruby?” you hear someone ask, thoroughly convinced you’re hearing things before they speak again. “You awake?”
You scan your surroundings and your stomach sinks even further when you see what looks like Mike standing in your kitchen, the blurry, human-shaped blob undoubtedly looking towards you as a result of your loud entrance. You realize you’re practically nude given you’re only wearing panties and a pushup br-
In a panic, your brain decides the best course of action is to blurt out “Don’t turn around!” at the top of your lungs. You see him flinch in response, almost causing him to drop whatever he’s holding, but you don't see his blurry self shift or turn away from what he’s doing.
‘Stupid, stupid, why did I do that?’ you think to yourself as you hide your body behind the couch.
“S-sorry,” you manage to stutter out, scrambling to find something to say. “Just… what are you still doing here?”
"You, uh... didn't want me to leave. It's what you told me last night," he says, still stirring something you can’t quite make out from where you’re standing. A part of you feels the smallest bit relieved that he hasn't changed his position at all, hopefully meaning he didn't get to see you near stark naked. "Figured you'd want some breakfast to help beat that hangover. Was planning on waking you up when it was ready.
“Oh, right,” you say, even though you don’t remember asking him to stay the night.
The only thing your hazy memory can produce is that you’d tugged at his sleeve as he was getting up from your bed. A weird combination of embarrassment and anxiety washes over you when you realize you’re not entirely sure exactly what you did towards the end of the night.
You remember kissing and yelling at him, but your blood turns cold when you realize you’re not entirely sure if you apologized for letting your emotions get the better of you. “Sorry for yelling at you, Mike. You just… startled me a little.”
“Sorry, didn’t mean to,” he says back, still keeping to his promise. “I figured it was best to let you get some sleep, so I tried not to wake you up.”
“Thanks, Mike,” you say, baffled as to why he’s acting so calmly. “I’ll be right back. I, uh, forgot something in the bathroom.”
“Sure,” he says, and you keep an eye trained on him as you come out from behind the couch before quickly ducking into the hallway.
You make a beeline for your bedroom, setting down the small box on the dresser before rummaging through your closet for anything you can quickly throw on. As you scramble to make yourself presentable, you wonder if you should even bother with putting your contacts back into your still sore and stinging eyes. You decide against putting yourself through the pain, even though you won't be able to see jack shit.
‘Then again, you could always look for your old gl- No, no. Just gonna have to go blind for the time being,' you think to yourself as you continue rummaging through your drawers for something decent to wear.
You ultimately settle on a simple t-shirt and sweatpants combo. The shirt slips on easily enough, and it’s baggy enough to hide the fact that you’re wearing a push-up bra. Even though the sweatpants are equally loose-fitting, you still have to wrestle with your thick tail to thread it through the hole. You briefly consider leaving the jewelry box where you’d found it in the hopes that he'd remember to collect it before leaving. You quickly cast the thought out of your mind, deciding it's best to ask him about it directly instead of letting your questions bottle up and get the better of you again. You shove the box into your sweatpants’ pocket and start making your way back towards the kitchen before suddenly stopping yourself. Something about the way he’s acting bothers you and for the life of you, you can’t figure out why that is. Is he purposely avoiding sharing his feelings about what happened last night? You know him to be a kind and understanding person, but the fact he’s acting like nothing’s happened makes you wonder if something did that you’re just not remembering. From the little you do recall, he let you down pretty gently and you blew up on him, a fact that makes you feel like the lowest of scum. You remember yelling at him, practically slamming the door in his face, and then yelling at him some more when he came looking for you purely out of concern; yet you can’t help but feel like there’s a missing piece to the puzzle. You know he eventually managed to calm you down and you feel deep shame when you remember how you cried in his arms, the absolute lowest you’ve sunk in recent memory. While things aren’t exactly crystal clear, you also remember loosely mentioning details of your past relationship to him, something you stupidly let slip. The only thing that comes to mind as to why he’d be so friendly after all the horrible shit you did and accused him of is that you pushed him into having sex with you. It’s a line of thought that doesn’t make any sense to you, especially given he told you that the only reason he didn’t kiss you was specifically that he didn’t want to take advantage of you. But you know that you can be pushy and you find yourself nearly hyperventilating as you try and convince yourself that you aren’t capable of doing something as horrible as forcing yourself on him. You take a few deep breaths to get yourself back under control, and you remember what he said to you in the kitchen just minutes ago. He said you asked him to stay the night, and knowing that briefly takes some of the weight off your shoulders. You know you don’t deserve his kindness, patience, or sympathy, much less his friendship after the shit you pulled last night. And while you feel disgusted with yourself, you know that you have to buck up and assume responsibility for your actions, regardless of what the outcome might be. You stare into the dresser mirror and take a final deep breath before setting off for the kitchen once more.
Though your nose is still partially stuffed up, the aroma of breakfast permeates your nostrils, your mouth practically watering in anticipation as you walk down the hall. You can’t remember the last time you had a home-cooked breakfast, usually opting to have something light so you wouldn’t feel bloated on your morning jogs. If you still felt hungry after the fact, you’d typically pick up something to eat on the way to the school, as unhealthy as that habit might be. You carefully step into the kitchen, making sure you don’t startle him into spilling a bubbling pan of oil on himself. While you appreciate him making breakfast for you, you’re mortified that he had to work in your mess of a kitchen, especially considering how high the dishes are piled in the-
‘Huh,’ you think to yourself when you get a glance at the sink. Even though you can’t make out details very well, you notice the dirty dishes that were there the previous night are now neatly stacked next to the sink, and the takeout boxes that previously occupied the small breakfast bar’s surface are also nowhere to be seen. You can’t help but feel ashamed about the fact that he had to take care of something that he isn’t responsible for and it makes you feel like a slob.
You take a seat on one of the kitchen stools before attempting to break the ice. “So… Uh… Good morning?”
He briefly turns away from the crackling pan to face you, and you resist the urge to look away when his gaze meets yours, finding it hard to focus on the blurry mess masking his features. You swallow hard when you see what you think are the dark stains of your makeup streaked across his otherwise spotless dress shirt. There's nothing you want to do more right now than apologize, terrified that you haven't already done so. However, your mind struggles to find the right words to express just how sorry you are about everything that happened last night. Thankfully, he speaks first and gives you some time to think about what to say.
"Morning," he says, his face a nigh-unreadable blur despite the short distance between you. "Wasn't expecting you up so early."
You can also tell that something’s bothering him as you squint to focus on what you hope is his smiling face. Maybe it's just your nervousness making you jump to conclusions, but you swear that you could see his blurry smile twitch. Despite all his reassurances last night, that alone is enough to make all the guilt you feel about last night come rushing back. You know that if you don’t say something now this might have a lasting impact on the future of your friendship. After last night, you’re not even sure he still wants to be friends despite the way he’s acting right now. And while you're glad he didn't leave, it's not a stretch to assume he's not exactly comfortable being in your home, or about the circumstances that put him here. You try to sit up in your seat to look at the stove, the mesh of blurred colors only giving you hints at what he's cooking, though the smell does a lot to help you decipher things.
He seems to notice your attempts at trying to figure out what he’s cooking. “Just figured some breakfast might help with that hangover, hope you like eggs and bacon. Would’ve made some pancakes too, but I couldn’t find any baking powder, so I just went with the classics.”
"Well... thanks. You, uh... didn't have to do this," you say, snapping out of your pessimistic train of thought and returning his smile out of politeness despite your conflicted feelings. “And sorry about that, I always forget to buy some.”
“No worries, I wanted to,” he says, turning back around to dedicate his attention to the eggs. “How do you like your eggs by the way? Runny or cooked through?”
“Cooked through,” you reply, hoping it won’t be an inconvenience to him. “Sorry if there wasn’t much to work with, I uh... haven’t gone grocery shopping in a while. And… thanks for tidying up a bit, you really didn’t have to.”
“Good, because I like mine the same way,” he says, using a spatula to push something on top of something else in the pan. “And it really didn’t take me too long to clean up, don’t worry about it.”
The silence that follows is almost unbearable, especially now that you’ve picked up on the unease in his words. You feel a tightness in your chest when you think back to every mistake you made last night. You’re positive he regrets ever having considered asking you to be his date, especially with how you embarrassed him in front of Kevin and Melanie. And being the fuckup you are, you didn’t stop there and decided to get drunk like an inconsiderate, irresponsible cunt. You more or less guaranteed that he can’t ever show his face in that restaurant again, not to mention that you probably irreparably damaged the trust between him and his friend. A part of you wishes those were the only mistakes you made, but you know for a fact you did far worse throughout the rest of the night. You can’t and won’t blame your poor decision-making on the alcohol, but some part of you wants to believe that things would’ve been different had you not downed nearly an entire bottle of bourbon after your conversation with Melanie. You want to tell yourself that the alcohol is what twisted her advice to make a move, but deep down you know that’s not true. You berate yourself for not having thought things through, that maybe your friendship could’ve been fine today had you not tried to force yourself on him. You can’t help but feel disgusted at yourself for what you did, now taking into account how he must’ve felt when you kissed him on the lips. And even still, you know you did even more disgusting things after he rightfully pushed you away; letting your temper and past experiences get the better of you once more. You’d promised yourself that you wouldn’t treat him that way ever again. You almost want to laugh at the fact that all it took to destroy all the effort you’d been putting into bettering your friendship with him was your poor impulse control. While you’re not sure your friendship with him can be saved, you still feel as if you should apologize for being such a shitty friend. Especially since you’re not entirely sure you did so after yelling at him. You’re not sure where you should start, or even what to say, but you’re clinging to the hope that you can patch things up with him. While you’d never admit it to him out of embarrassment, he’s one of the best friends you’ve had in a long time. And while you want to fix things, some part of you is screaming at you to let him go because he’d be better off without you to drag him down. You don’t deserve him, and you know for a fact he doesn’t need or want a burden like you in his life. You’re thankful his words briefly pull you back from your depressive thought spiral.
“You want some orange juice or water?” he asks as he uses the spatula to scoop out what looks like eggs onto a plate. He does the same with another plate before using a pair of tongs to put what you think are a few strips of bacon and some toast on each plate. He sets one down in front of you before turning back around. “Where do you keep the utensils?”
“Water’s fine. And they’re in the top drawer near the sink,” you shoot back, looking down at the meal in front of you. The sight and smell alone would be enough to make anyone’s mouth water, though you struggle to even think of eating anything with the terrible queasiness you feel in the pit of your stomach.
“Sorry I couldn’t find any aspirin for you, I imagine your head’s killing you right now,” he says, offering what you think is an apologetic smile as he hands you a fork and knife.
He sets down his plate and utensils on the breakfast bar before making his way around to join you. Even though he’s only an arm or two’s length away from you, you can’t help but feel like he shouldn’t be acting so casually.
“Nothin’ I haven’t had to go through before,” you say, forcing a small smile to try and maintain a calm demeanor. You look down at the plate of food, a part of you grateful for the meal and him not leaving, but one unanswered question still gnaws away at your insides. “This looks really good though, Mike.”
“Well, I just hope it tastes as good as it looks then,” he says with a small chuckle. “Dig in before it gets cold.”
You take a forkful of the eggs and shovel them into your mouth, trusting him to be a far better cook than you could ever hope to be. You chase a bite of the eggs with some of the crispy, fatty bacon and while the spread is nothing special, it’s probably the best-tasting breakfast you’ve had in a long time. It tastes great, but you can’t help but feel guilty about enjoying a meal he made just because you went overboard on the alcohol last night. Still, you don’t want him to feel bad about something he put so much effort into, and even though you feel queasy for a variety of reasons, you force yourself to take a few more bites.
“It’s really good, Mike,” you mutter between bites, forcing yourself to smile so your conflicted feelings don't show through. You desperately want to ask about last night, but you’re not sure how to begin, wondering if he would rather you never brought it up again. You take a brief pause from eating to steal a glance at him, also seemingly equally lost in thought.
Before you can muster up the courage and the right words to ask, he speaks up. “Listen, about yesterday… I’m sorry things went down the way they did.”
You're surprised at his honesty, and yet the knot in your throat prevents you from uttering anything other than a muttered "Huh?”
“I probably did a shit job at explaining myself last night, so I think I should apologize again,” he says, turning his head to face you before sighing out as he rubs at the back of his neck. "I shouldn't have called you up at the last second and... I sure as hell shouldn't have led you on like I did. I’m sorry, Ruby."
"I... You shouldn't be apologizing,” you say, trailing off as you try to find the right words to express how you feel. “You didn't lead me on and I... stupidly thought something was happening between us. It's not even close to being your fault."
You realize staring down at the counter in front of you as you speak is impolite and you fight the anxiety and fear bubbling up inside you to look to your side and meet his gaze. He looks to be slightly taken aback by your words, and you’re briefly worried you said something you shouldn’t have. You hope you haven’t made him feel the same way you do right now, but judging from the way his leg bounces and his fingers tap against the countertop, he’s just as nervous about having this conversation as you are.
“Look, I know I fucked up, Ruby. You don’t have to sugarcoat things for me so I can feel better about myself,” he says, putting his fork down before taking a deep breath. “I should’ve been a better friend to you.”
“What do you mean?” you ask, genuinely confused as to why he’s apologizing so profusely when he didn’t do anything wrong.
“Fuck, I… don’t know how to explain it,” he pauses, briefly running a hand through his hair. “I’m worried that I’ve been hurting you with some of the shit I’ve said. I know you said last night wasn’t my fault, but I still feel like if it wasn’t for me none of this would’ve happened.”
“You’re not at fault for anything that happened last night, Mike,” you say, absentmindedly poking at the remaining eggs on the plate with your fork. “I was a huge cunt to you last night and I’m sorry for making you feel responsible. It's my fault that I misread things and overreacted the way I did.”
You anxiously look to him to see if you can glean what he thinks of your sheer honesty. You feel relief when you see his shoulders relax as he takes a deep breath. “Be honest with me, did me calling you up last minute bother you? You don’t have to answer that if you don’t want to, but it’d at least make me feel better to know.”
"I... well...." you begin, your tongue weighing down in your mouth like lead as you try to think of what to say. "I was... very surprised when you called me. I didn't, well... I was more bothered about it being a double date. Nothing against your friends, I... just... feel more comfortable one on one."
“I wasn’t trying to spring the date stuff on you last minute. I already felt bad enough that I waited until the very last day and when I went to ask you after I dropped you off I just… froze up,” he says, letting out a sigh as he rubs at the back of his neck. “Even before the first time I mentioned the dinner date, I was thinking about asking you. I just… didn’t know what you would think or say if I did. We’d only known each other for about a week then and I didn’t want to make things weird between us. I’m sorry if asking you on a double date made you feel uncomfortable.”
Even though you find it hard to trust anyone right now, you know he doesn’t have any reason to lie to you, taking him at his word, rather surprised at his honesty and the things he’s admitting to you. You can’t help but feel like an awful person for screaming at him over a simple misunderstanding, only serving to reaffirm the feeling that you don’t deserve to have him as a friend, much less someone you can be romantically involved with.
“I believe you. And you don’t have to apologize for that, Mike. I should’ve said something about it when you asked. I fucked up a lot of things last night and I definitely shouldn’t have yelled at you,” you say, swallowing hard as you try and push yourself to come clean about your feelings. “I wasn’t even really… angry with you, but you were there and I just… took it out on you instead. I’m really, really sorry for yelling at you. I shouldn't have just... dumped all of my shitty problems on you out of the blue; you didn’t need to hear any of that.”
He offers what you feel is a weak, yet sympathetic smile at your admissions. You know he probably hates every word that just came out of your mouth given what he said last night about you not being an awful person. You’re not sure you can believe that given how you ruined your one opportunity at a nice date by being a noisy, vulgar drunk. Not to mention how you very nearly slammed the door in his face along with the countless awful things you said and accused him of throughout the rest of the night. You’re surprised he hasn’t told you that he doesn’t want to be friends anymore and even if he does, you can’t blame him in the slightest.
"I forgive you, Ruby. If I'm being honest, I was more worried than upset about what happened last night," he says, briefly pausing as he averts his gaze. "I thought that it was entirely my fault that you were like that, and I felt like shit for doing that to you. A... lot of what you said last night hurt, I'm not going to lie and say it didn't; but I can come to forgive you for that too. And I don't know what happened, but I don't think the stuff you talked to me about last night are shitty problems.”
Even though his words are laden with sympathy and forgiveness, you still can’t help but feel like a bitch because of the things you've told him. Your heart sinks as your stomach continues to do flips and you swallow hard as you think of how to respond to his kind words. “I still feel like a cunt for yelling at you, Mike. I just want you to know that I didn’t mean any of the shit that came out of my mouth last night, and... you don't deserve to be called names or accused of doing anything like that. And even with me being a lousy fucking drunk, it’s no excuse for how I treated you. Fuck, I should've apologized to you last night, but I just kept being a cunt and stopped trying to listen."
"But you did apologize last night. Do you... not remember that?" he asks, and you can clearly see his expression shift into one of confusion despite your impaired vision.
While you want to feel relieved at the fact that you actually did apologize to him for being so awful last night, you only feel more anxiety because you can’t remember what exactly you said to him. And even though the question might make things even more awkward between the two of you, you know that if you don’t speak your mind now, you’ll likely come to regret it down the line. “I… remember most of what happened, but I don’t really remember apologizing to you, or some of the things I might’ve said. All I know is that I was a fucking stupid, selfish cunt.”
He takes a deep breath, his head briefly looking down at his now cold breakfast. He puts the fork down with an exhale and begins to speak. “I really don’t want you feeling guilty for what happened last night. I can’t blame you for seeing things the way you did, even I was worried that I might’ve been leading you on. But, trust me, I really do forgive you.” He pauses and breaks eye contact, his blurry expression still practically unreadable to you as he looks to what you think is the door before looking back. “You’ve been such a great friend that... I’m willing to try and work past this. And believe me, you’re not stupid, selfish, or a lousy drunk, Ruby; I know how easy it can be to get carried away sometimes.”
“Thanks, Mike,” you say, offering a small smile as you absentmindedly poke at your food with the fork. “I don’t feel like I’ve been that great of a friend, but I believe you. I’m still sorry for making you have to take me home early last night.”
"No, it's- it wasn't a big deal, everyone was pretty much done with dinner and it was getting late anyway," he answers, returning a small smile of his own. You realize that he hasn't acknowledged your comment about how shit you acted last night, a part of you understanding why he wouldn't refute it and another part disgusted at yourself for the behavior. It wasn't something you were glad to have picked up on but he made it sound like he wanted to say something else there. Or maybe you're just overthinking things again, settling on that explanation for fear that you'll blow things out of proportion again with a misunderstanding.
A question begins to burn up within you, one that’s begging to be answered to help put to rest one major worry: Just how far did you go last night?
You can remember a bit of what happened last night; like when he swept you off your feet to bridal carry you to your apartment, the memory enough to make your cheeks warm slightly. While it felt nice to be held that way, you know you shouldn’t have taken it as a sign to make a move. After that, you remember your awful decision to kiss him. But more importantly, you remember something that makes your stomach churn. How you’d let- no, invited him to reach into your pouch and get your keys. The thought alone makes you feel a bit nauseous, though it’s through no fault of his own. You look up from staring down at your plate only to find he’s gone back to eating and you feel relieved he’s not staring at you while several embarrassing thoughts and feelings run through your head. While you still feel a mix of guilt and anxiety bubbling in your stomach, you feel even worse when your thoughts drift to what he could be thinking right now. It's hard to make out his expression with your blurred vision and you briefly wonder if it's all in your head. Why else would he be treating you so kindly? If he was angry he would've just left instead of making you breakfast, right? You feel as if you're going to go insane if you don't manage to muster up the courage to ask the question at the forefront of your mind.
"C-Can I... ask you something?" you ask, almost choking on your words out of fear of saying something that'll only make things worse. "I don't... remember all of it. What happened last night, I mean. I know I yelled at you like a fucking shitty... I know I yelled at you, but... I don't even know if I really apologized or if I said more awful things than just what I remember."
"Well... You did apologize. Said you were sorry, and well... You asked if I could stay after a little while," he explains, the tone in his voice making his hesitation obvious even as he explains what happened.
You can’t be sure of it, but you feel as if he's holding back on something; that there’s some key detail he's refusing to divulge, though you have no real right to press him about anything else you might have done. You hate how much you desperately want to ask, but a part of you wonders if that really was all that was said last night. While you know you mentioned a few details of how your past ‘relationship’ ended with him, you understand why he wouldn’t want to talk about it, given how you reacted to having those unpleasant memories resurface.
"Okay," you respond, struggling to meet his gaze, the lack of focus only serving to worsen your still pounding headache. “I’m sorry again for… putting you through all that, I badly overreacted last night.”
“It’s alright, I forgive you, Ruby,” he says before going back to finishing off the rest of his plate.
You both sit in uncomfortable silence as you pick at the remainder of your meal, the tension eating away at your nerves as you desperately try to think of something else to say.
"Um... Do I, uh... owe you anything for the dinner? I know I asked for a bottle, but I don't want you to cover for that," you say, berating yourself for stumbling over your words to ask such a simple question.
"No, you did pay for it, don't worry about that," he says before finishing the last bite of food on his plate.
"And my half of dinner? I’d feel terrible making you pay for the whole meal,” you say, hoping he’ll take your offer and by extension, some of the guilt off your shoulders.
"Don't worry about it, it's fine. I covered it," he says dismissively as he comes to a stand, only serving to further worry you.
"Wait, look, I can pay you back my half right now," you try to interject as he collects his plate, reaching into your pouch to rummage around for your wallet before being interrupted by his words.
“I’m not going to take your money, Ruby,” he says as he works his way around you and into the kitchen. “I promised myself I’d pay for the date when I asked you to come along.”
“Can I at least ask how much it was?” you ask as he starts to wash the dishes, something you’re embarrassed that he’s taken upon himself to do.
“I won’t tell you the exact amount, but trust me when I say it wasn’t that expensive,” he says as he dries his hands off on the kitchen towel.
You can’t exactly refute the claim since you weren’t exactly in an attentive state throughout the meal considering what happened in the bathroom. It makes you feel like you owe Kevin and especially Melanie an apology for what went down at the restaurant last night. With no meal to distract your gazes, you’re left with no option other than to look up at him awkwardly as the two of you avoid being the first to speak for what feels like the tenth time this morning. He’s seemingly content with giving you time to think, and you hear the occasional tap of his fingers against the countertop. You badly wish you could go back and avoid the mistakes you made, but you’re determined to make up for what you did since he’s so kindly given you the opportunity to. And even though he’s forgiven you and said he’s willing to look past this, you feel an intrusive thought creep into the back of your mind. What if he starts to resent you for putting him through this? For making him feel like he has to hold his tongue around you for fear that you’ll blow up on him just like you did last night? You do your best to cast the thought out of your head before it gets the better of you and you let out a small sigh of relief when you hear him start to speak, giving you respite from your spiraling thoughts.
"You done with yours?" he asks, nodding towards your plate, a few scraps of food left on it.
You quickly finish one last bite before pushing the plate away, letting out a sigh of satisfaction.
While your head is still pounding, having something in your stomach really helped stave off your nausea. “Yeah, I’m done. Thanks for breakfast Mike, it was really good.”
“No worries, I’m glad you liked it,” he says, taking your plate before turning to wash it in the sink. “Just make sure you drink plenty of water and maybe take an Advil for that headache.”
Halfway through his stride towards the sink, a distinct, yet muffled hiss makes its way into your ears. It’s accompanied by what sounds like a brief sigh, your sensitive hearing telling you he's the source of the sound. It sounds a lot like he’s in… some kind of pain? You’re immediately thrown into a state of light panic, your mind instantly assuming the worst possibility. Was that what he was holding back on? Did you hit or god forbid, kick him in your drunken anger last night? You’ve never been that violent with anyone but considering everything else you did, you wouldn’t be surprised if you took things that far. You pray that’s not what happened; anything but you crossing that line you could accept or even try to work past. However, if you did something that horrible to him, there’s no way you’d be able to forgive yourself for it, let alone expect him to not hold something like that against you. Such thoughts only confuse you further. If you were such a violent, drunk piece of shit to him, why is he still here? What the fuck happened last night? You already feel bad enough about the circumstances that led up to you two meeting and becoming friends, to the point where your apology didn’t even seem like you came close to making up for things. He accepted it, sure, but you still feel guilty about having done that to him. You try to focus your blurred vision in an attempt to try and identify the source of his pain, and you spot the likely culprit as your gaze veers south.
He’s got a slight limp to his step and you can tell he’s putting most of his weight on one foot to hide it. If you didn’t hit him, did he injure himself on one of your jogs together and have too much pride to say something about it? You don’t know him to be the type of person to do that though and your thoughts drift to when he gave you a piggyback ride a few days ago. While it was an extremely nice gesture, you hope he didn’t hurt himself carrying you. Or worse yet, you really, really hope he didn’t injure himself when carrying your drunk self home last night. As much as you hate to think it, with how quickly he swept you off your feet, it’s likely he pulled some kind of muscle doing so. Against your better judgment, you speak up as he returns to the breakfast nook.
“Hey Mike, is something wrong with your leg?” you ask, hoping the expression on your face shows concern and not the anxiety you’ve been struggling to keep hidden away.
You can see the corner of his mouth briefly twitch before he forces a small smile. “Just a little sore, but it’s nothing a good night’s sleep and an ice pack won’t fix. Don’t worry about it.”
For a moment you consider just dropping the subject, but you know Mike to be the type of guy to downplay things even if they are bothering him, so you press on with another question. “You sure? I wouldn’t mind taking a look at it real quick, it’s nothing I haven’t done before.”
Even with your blurred vision, you can see his contemplative expression between his glances down at his foot. “You sure it’s not a big deal?”
“Yeah, I promise,” you say, getting off the stool before heading towards the living room. “Come to the couch though, it’ll make it a lot easier for me to get a close look at it.”
You take a seat on the ample couch, looking over to Mike as he carefully hobbles over to you, shifting his weight to his other, seemingly uninjured foot. While you do your best to not worry, some intrusive thoughts about this being entirely your fault begin to spill through, only serving to bring back that sinking feeling in the pit of your stomach. He takes a seat to your left before taking off his dress shoe, crossing his left leg over the right one to give you better access to his foot. You grip the underside of his foot, looking to him for approval before you take the sock off. He gives you a brief nod and you gingerly peel back the sock, your worries slowly waning until the front of his foot becomes exposed. There’s a purple bruise running alongside his big toe, and a glance at him tells you that even he’s surprised to see the extent of the injury. It only helps confirm your theory that this is all your doing since it looks fresh.
“Tell me if anything I do hurts, alright?” you ask as your fingers slowly begin to glide around the site of the injury, gently applying pressure around the slightly swollen toe. “Going to try not to press down too hard.”
“Sure,” he nods, maintaining his stoic expression even as you begin touching over the bruise. “I didn’t think it was that bad.”
You touch and apply pressure all around the site of the injury, but he doesn’t even flinch until you apply a tiny bit of pressure to the side of his foot, directly on the center of the bruise. He recoils back a tiny bit, your tight grasp the only thing stopping him from pulling his foot away entirely. You hear a hiss escape his tight lips, and for a moment you wonder if you pressed down too hard.
“Sorry, sorry, just… didn’t think it would hurt that much,” he says, taking a deep breath as he carefully wiggles his injured toe around.
You know it's probably a terrible idea to press him about what happened given how sure you are that you're to blame, and yet you find your mouth acting before your brain, firing out a question before you can decide on the best course of action.
“What happened?” you ask, that dreadful feeling of guilt washing over you once more.
“Just… something stupid I did,” he says, his suddenly averted gaze only serving to confirm your worst fears. “I’m sure it’ll get better once I get some ice on it.
While you can’t perfectly make out his expression, you’re almost positive there’s something he’s not telling you. Even though you’re yet to discover the truth, your burning curiosity begins to override your fear of making your friendship even more strained.
As the dreadful feeling of regret in the pit of your stomach begins to mix in with your burning shame, you find yourself asking a simple question aloud. "Did I do this?"
He doesn't answer immediately. You look to him and as your eyes meet his, he looks away for a brief moment. "You... It was my own fault, but-"
"Mike," you interrupt, reaching forward to put a hand on his lower leg. "Did I do this?"
The burning intensifies as that sick feeling in your stomach begins to spread to the rest of your body. You don't know exactly what you did to give him that bruise, but you suppose it doesn't matter if you were the one that did it in the end. Knowing that he had no good reason to stay only further complicates the emotional storm brewing in your head.
"I'm sorry. I don't know what I did, but... fuck..." you say, your voice practically whisper quiet.
You feel his hand gently grip your shoulder. "Hey, no, it was my stupid decision to stick my foot in the door. Like I said, it was my fault."
While you’re thankful for his kindness, his words don’t really help as much as he would want them to. Why did he stay past that point, or as the black marks on his shirt remind you, after all that? The worst part is you don’t remember doing any of this to him, though you have no reason to not take him at his word, given the evidence staring you in the face.
“I don't... even remember doing this to you last night," you admit, worried that he thinks you're just lying about your fuzzy memory. "What exactly did I do to you? And how?"
"It doesn't matter," he says, his blunt response surprising you. "It happened, but I don't blame you. I don't even think you meant to do it."
"It matters to me, Mike," you assert, still slowly tracing the area around the bruise, every glance at it only further amplifying the guilt you feel. "And I appreciate you saying that, but I'm not sure if it was intentional or not."
He looks like he wants to say something, but keeps stopping himself just as he starts to open his mouth. You're not sure if he's afraid of telling you what happened, or if he's afraid of how you might react. You can't really blame him either way considering how you reacted to what you thought was a harsh rejection. You decide to give him some room to breathe and think about what to say. "I'll be right back, I'm going to get you some ice."
You throw open the fridge door in your haste before realizing that the door itself can dispense ice. As if to only make you further aware of what an emotional mess you are right now, you also realize you don't have anywhere to put the ice cubes, turning to rummage through one of the kitchen drawers. You quickly find exactly what you're looking for, a small kitchen towel your mom had gotten you long ago as a housewarming gift. Knowing she'd taken the time to sew it for you makes you smile, the happy memory almost enough to help you forget both the cause of the injury and the person you inflicted it on.
You take a few ice cubes and place them in the rag, tying a snug knot at the top to ensure nothing would spill out. For a moment you contemplate sitting in the kitchen for a few minutes to give him some more time to think, though you decide against it for fear of him catching on to what you're doing. You still don't understand why he stayed after everything you did to him, though you're grateful that he did to talk things out with you. It gives you a glimmer of hope in the bleak patch your friendship is sitting in right now, and you're hoping that with some luck and effort, the two of you will be able to patch things up. You take yet another deep breath as you make your way back to the couch.
"Hopefully this'll help some," you say as you sit back down, applying as little pressure as possible as you press the makeshift ice pack onto his bruised foot. "Sorry it's not a real ice pack, forgot where those ended up."
"It's fine," he says, and even though you can see some tugging at the corner of his mouth from the slight pain, his expression looks to be one of relief. "Listen... I can't say I know for sure whether you did it intentionally or not, but I honestly don’t think you're the kind of person that would do this on purpose. Drunk or not.”
You frankly don’t know how to reply to his kind words, though you’re still curious about what happened. “How did I do it?”
He pauses for a moment before replying, the tension in the room almost palpable. “You really want to know?”
“Yeah, I do,” you say, being sure to keep the ice pack pressed to his foot. “I promise I can handle it.”
There’s still some apprehension in his eyes, and he takes a deep inhale before speaking again. “It was my mistake, and the reason it happened was because I decided to stick my foot in the door in the first place. You were just trying to get away from me and I don’t think you realized my foot was stuck in the door when you slammed it shut.”
You know that you’re the one who asked him to tell you the truth and even still you can’t help but feel like you’ve been punched in the gut. You do your best to not let it show on your face how much it pains you and how guilty you feel for hurting him. Even if he forgives you, the damage you’ve done is probably already too much for your strained friendship to bear. As fucked as it is, some part of you wishes he didn’t care so much about you, because all he’s gotten for his troubles is the displeasure of dealing with you. You desperately want to take back the things you said last night. It’s not his responsibility to deal with your burdens, and you impulsively pushed them onto him by talking about them. It doesn’t really surprise you since your feelings on that stuff have been bottled up for years, but he shouldn’t have to put up with any of this. He looks to you inquisitively and you quickly realize you’ve been lost in thought for some time, Mike seemingly looking to you for an answer.
“Fuck… I’m really, really sorry, Mike,” you say, fighting the urge to tear up as you can feel your breath quicken. “I wasn’t trying to hurt you, I just… let my stupid emotions get the better of me again. That’s not an excuse for any of the bullshit I pulled last night, and if there’s anything I can do to make up for how shitty I was to you, please tell me.”
“Ruby, it’s okay,” he says, putting his hand on your shoulder once again. You don’t flinch away, scared that he’ll pick up on your obvious unease and distress. “I know you’re sorry about the stuff that happened last night, and I can forgive you for it. I don’t want you beating yourself up over something that can’t be changed, no matter how much we’d both like it to.”
“But I was so awful to you last night,” you say, trying to explain your perspective on the matter to him. “I don’t deserve you being nice to me after all the shit I pulled. I’m sorry that you had to put up with me at the restaurant and here last night.”
“I wasn’t… putting up with you, Ruby,” he says, and you swallow hard upon hearing your name. His expression is as genuine as you’ve always known it to be, and he’s never given you a reason to distrust him. “You already apologized to me for everything last night and this morning. And I stayed the night because I wanted to. I’m not going to stop being your friend over this, Ruby. I meant all the stuff I said to you last night.”
Even though you know it’s probably a bad idea to continue pressing him, there’s one question that needs answering. “Thanks, Mike, that’s…. really kind of you to say. I have a question though.”
“Name it,” he says, though you’re positive it’s a question he doesn’t want to hear, much less answer.
“Did the stuff I said to you last night upset you in any way?” you say, and you feel a pang of regret the instant the words leave your mouth.
“It did get to me a little bit, yeah,” he says after a brief pause. “I’m not mad about it anymore, and I don’t think some of what was said was entirely unwarranted. You told me to leave and instead, I decided to stubbornly barge into your apartment. I deserve to be yelled at for that much, at least.”
From what you can tell of his expression, it pains him to recall last night’s events. The last thing you want is for him to feel guilt for something that isn’t even close to being his fault. Against your better judgment, you decide to tell him exactly how you feel about him deciding to stay the night.
“I’m glad you stayed, Mike,” you say, mustering the warmest smile you can manage. “It really helped getting some of that stuff off my chest.”
“I’m happy my stubborn self could be of help,” he says, returning the gesture with an equally warm smile. “And thanks for the ice, it feels a whole lot better now.”
“It’s the least I can do,” you say, even though your hand is going slightly numb from the cold.
There’s a silence now permeating the room, neither of you choosing to talk for vastly different reasons. It feels like there’s nothing else you could say to him without going in circles or dredging up more painful recalling of memories, from last night or otherwise. Some part of you wants to break the silence, but you’re not sure what you should say. You’d give anything to know what’s going through his head right now, though his refreshing honesty has managed to quell some of the anxiety and stress bubbling up within you. As much as you want to ask a few more questions, namely about what he meant when he said he would’ve kissed you under different circumstances, you decide against it, your embarrassment winning over your curiosity.
“You uh, left something in my bedroom last night, Mike,” you say, rummaging through your sweatpants pocket with your free hand for the jewelry box. “Must’ve fallen out or something.”
“I left something?” he asks, seemingly confused until he sees what’s in your hand. He seems surprised upon seeing it, palming his pants pocket before looking back to you. “Must’ve forgotten to put it back in my pocket when I woke up.”
You reach out in an attempt to hand it back to him. “Glad I noticed it then, wouldn’t have wanted you to leave it.”
He shakes his head and gently pushes your hand away. “It’s for you. I wanted to get you something as thanks for agreeing to be my date on such short notice. Plus, I noticed you had your eye on it at the mall.”
You decide to stick to your guns and go with what you decided on earlier, pushing your hand back out at him. “I… can’t accept this, Mike. I really appreciate that you wanted to give me a nice gift, but I don’t deserve it. Not after last night.”
You know he’s stubborn enough to say otherwise, but his stunned silence tells you that he’s surprised by your willingness to argue against him. “I’m not going to take it back, Ruby. Last night doesn’t change the fact that I wanted to give this to you.”
You’d be lying if you said you didn’t love the necklace, but even if you did decide to keep it, it would only serve as a reminder of how much of an ass you were to him. Besides, come worst-case scenario, it'd only be made all the worse if he ever decides to cut all ties with you.
"It just... doesn't feel right accepting this, Mike."
"Well," he says, seemingly eager to offer a rebuttal. "Like I said before, just... consider it thanks for being there for me. Everything that happened after that doesn't matter."
You sit there in silence as you rack your brain trying to come up with a good response. You consider just accepting it and hiding it away in a drawer, but it feels wrong to essentially throw away such a pretty pendant. Hell, he might even feel bad if he doesn’t see you try it on, but…
You look back down at the box, unsure if you could come up with any reason to tell him no, let alone try to untangle the awkward ball of emotions you're left with. He briefly dips a hand into his pockets and pulls out his phone, checking something briefly before he suddenly stands up. "Hey, I'm really sorry, but... I gotta go and cover for a shift at work."
"Oh, uh... that's fine," you say as you set the box down beside you and stand up. You can see in his face that he looks like he doesn't want to go, but you wouldn't blame him if something like work sounds more appealing than spending a second longer here. You want to say something more about the gift but you decide to swallow your words for now, not wanting to hold him up.
An awkward pause is shared between the two of you, a part of you wishing someone would say something to ease the tension.
"Well, uh, hey. You still want to, uh... meet up at the park?” he asks, breaking the silence. “You know, keep up the whole jogging thing?"
That's right, you did promise that. A part of you wishes you could hold that off for the time being, but you know there's no good way you could explain why you need just a bit more time to think things through.
"Yeah, I... I'm still up for that," you half-heartedly reply, mentally berating yourself for your lack of enthusiasm.
Another tense silence with another awkward look shared, thankfully cut short as you see his blurry face smile as he says, "Cool, cool. I'll still be at the gym tonight, probably after work. Got me on shifts like this for the rest of the week it looks like."
You do your best to return the smile in a poor attempt to mask your feelings. "Great."
"So, I'll see you later, Ruby. Hope the, uh, hangover eases up soon," he says, opening the door before quickly stealing another glance at his phone. "Think you'll make it to the gym later or...?"
You doubt you'd be up for exercising for the next two weeks, let alone today, but you force a smile in response. "I'll, uh... I'll let you know if I'm headed there."
You think he smiles again as he nods his head. "Cool. Hope you have a good rest of the day, Ruby."
Somehow, you really don't think that’ll be the case. "Yeah, you too, Mike."
And finally, he closes the door, leaving you to let out a much-needed sigh of relief. You slump down onto the couch, your tail coming to rest onto your lap as you stare up at the blank ceiling. Despite all his reassurances and kind words that you’re sure are undeserved, you’re not sure you’ll ever be able to work up the confidence to work out with him again, much less casually hang out. With the way he rushed out of your apartment, you’re almost sure you’ve scared him off for good. Your chest feels tight and your tail involuntarily twitches to and fro as you once again mentally revisit last night’s events. Each painful recollection only reaffirms that you’re right to feel the way you do. A quick tilt of your head and glance over at the kitchen tells you that you have a few hours to decide whether to go to the gym or not. You hope that you’ll be able to make a decision you won’t regret by then.

  *****

You’re in nowhere near as bad a state as Ruby likely is right now, but you’re dreading the thought of coming into work on a Sunday afternoon, especially after everything that happened last night. You’re not even sure why you agreed to come in the first place, and you silently berate yourself for suddenly leaving her alone. While it felt wrong to overstay your welcome, you worry that leaving as quickly as you did may have made things worse. Whatever the right course of action might’ve been, it was already far too late to go back on your word to Kelly. You just hope that Ruby wouldn’t take things the wrong way, mentally noting down to send her an apology text when you got off work. Facing Kevin was shaping up to be another hurdle entirely, only made worse by the fact that you still owe him god knows how much money for dinner. You pray he isn’t too upset by the fact that dinner had to be cut short due to your carelessness regarding Ruby’s drinking. You take a deep breath and head inside seconds before you’re officially late, being sure to quickly punch in before heading off to the bathroom to change into your work uniform. Though you weren’t expecting anything different, a knot forms in your stomach when you see Kevin beckoning you over from behind the counter, a smirk forming on his face. You take yet another deep breath to steady your nerves before walking over to greet him.
Before you can even get a chance to speak, his voice rings out. “Kelly manage to rope you in for a Sunday shift too, huh?”
You can’t help but smile a bit as you lean against the counter next to him. “Hard to beat the overtime pay after getting cleaned out last night.”
“That’s about the only reason I showed up today,” he says, rubbing at the back of his neck. “If it was up to Melanie, I wouldn’t have even made it out of the bedroom.”
“Speaking of, I owe you an apology for last night, I should’ve put a stop to things before they got as bad as they did,” you say, barely even able to look your friend in the eyes out of the sheer amount of shame you feel for what happened. “I thought she could handle her drink and-”
He interrupts your near frantic speaking pace with a firm pat on the back. “Look, don’t worry about it too much, shit happens. God knows I’ve had my fair share of embarrassing things happen when I’ve been totally shitfaced.”
You can’t help but crack a small smile with how understanding he’s being. “I just feel bad because it feels like I ruined a nice night out for you and Melanie and-”
“Don’t. We both had a good time last night, trust me. Melanie and Ruby hit it off really well, and I got to learn a thing or two about you,” he laughs before giving you another reaffirming pat on the back. “I know Melanie said it a couple of times last night, but the two of you seem like you would make a good couple.”
You can’t help but swallow audibly at the implication, not exactly eager to share what happened after you decided to take Ruby home.
“Yeah, that’s what people keep telling us,” you say, eager to steer the conversation away from the idea of you two as a couple. “Anyway, how much do I owe you for everything last night? I’ll just Venmo you or something.”
“Can’t remember off the top of my head, left the receipt in the car. We can work it out whenever we get off work, I’m not really in a rush,” he says, waving his hand dismissively. “Sorry I didn’t call to make sure everything was alright after the two of you left. You manage to get her back home safe and sound?”
You open your mouth to speak, but the words die in your throat as the very idea of telling your best friend a lie is enough to make you sick to your stomach. You push on, swallowing to clear the knot forming in your throat. “I got her home alright, but…”
“But what?” he asks, a concerned look on his face. “She didn’t black out or anything right?”
“No, but… ah,” you say, letting out an exasperated sigh. “She tried to kiss me and I… didn’t want to take advantage of her being drunk so I just kind of pushed her away. Fuck.”
“What’s so bad about that?” he asks, his concerned look quickly replaced by one of confusion. “You did exactly what you should’ve done in that scenario, man, don’t beat yourself up over it.”
“I know that, but she didn’t take it too well. I don’t know if it was just the alcohol or if I pushed her away too strongly but she took it badly. Really, really badly,” you say, the previous night’s events still fresh in your head.”
He looks to you, concern apparent on his face as he puts a hand on your shoulder in support. “How badly?”
You don’t know where to start, or if talking about this even with someone like your best friend would be a huge breach of her trust, but you have to talk to someone about it. “I mean I… took her home last night because I was worried she’d had too much to drink but all that was meant to happen was me dropping her off and making sure she’d be alright overnight. That’s… not even close to what happened.”
“But what exactly happened?” he asks, his grip on your shoulder tightening slightly. “You keep saying she took it badly, but what did she do?”
You wrestle with yourself momentarily before finally letting the words spill free from your mouth. “I don’t know how to explain it man, I turned her down and she kind of just… broke down. I feel awful but at least now I know I can’t keep blaming myself for it.”
“Why’s that?” he asks, the concern on his face now joined by equal parts confusion.
You don’t want to let on too many of the details for fear of violating Ruby’s trust in you, but you have an almost equal obligation to be honest with your friend in kind. “I… don’t think she would’ve reacted that way just from me rejecting her normally.”
“You mean because she was drunk? I mean, I guess people always act differently when drunk.”
“Yeah, but that’s not what I mean. Maybe she took it harder because she was drunk but with some of the stuff she admitted to me I don’t think this is the first time she’s been rejected like that. I don’t know, it doesn’t make the way she acted okay, but she did apologize for the way she acted in the morning.”
“Wait. Did you actually stay the night?” Kevin asks, looking to you expectantly for a response. “I’m not saying it was a bad idea but was there really nothing else you could’ve done instead?”
You rub at the back of your neck as you let out a long, drawn-out sigh. “I don’t know. It seemed like a good idea at the time and with how she was acting I sure as hell wasn’t planning on just leaving her alone. I don’t know if it was a mistake or not.”
He gives you a reassuring pat on the back. “Honestly, you did better than I would’ve in that situation, man. I don’t know if it’s good advice, but maybe you should talk to her about it.”
“We kind of did this morning, she apologized, I apologized for some of the stuff I’ve done before, but then I had to come in today and we didn’t get a chance to talk about too much more,” you say, thinking back on things and wondering if you should’ve done anything differently.
“Are you going to see her again today?”
“Maybe. I told her I’d let her know when I get off work to see about heading to the gym. If she shows I might try to talk to her about things some more.”
“Sounds like a plan, man,” he says, giving you yet another reassuring pat on the back. “For what it’s worth, I talked to Melanie last night and she told me Ruby seemed a bit nervous when she went to go check on her. Might have something to do with how much she drank last night, if I had to guess.”
You’re not at all surprised to learn this from Kevin, considering she’d been acting strange all night long. What does surprise you is the fact that she’d opened up about it to a stranger, considering how reserved she tended to be about more serious matters. “Did she tell you what she was nervous about?”
Now it almost seems like it’s his turn to feel sheepish, his hand now rubbing the back of his neck. “I don’t know if Ruby or Melanie would’ve wanted you to find out but if you really want to know, I’ll tell you.”
Even though he’s your best friend you wouldn’t want to breach the trust between him and his girlfriend against his will. “Are you sure, man? Last thing I want to do is land you in hot water with Melanie.”
You can see him briefly hesitate, though it seems something wins over his better judgment. “I trust you. Besides, it’s not like you’re going to go straight to Melanie and tell her what I told you.”
“I would never do that, scout’s honor,” you laugh, putting a hand over your heart. “Is it really that serious?”
“It’s… pretty fucking bad, yeah,” he says, a slight bit of hesitation seemingly still in his voice. “Are you sure you want to know man? I don’t want to mess anything up between you and Ruby either.”
After everything that happened last night you’re not sure things between the two of you could be any more strained. “If it was my fault, I have to know. Don’t hold anything back for my sake, I can handle it.”
“Alright, if you’re sure then I guess I’ll start from the top,” he says, looking to the ceiling and letting out a sigh before turning to grab a stool from behind the cash register. “You already know Melanie went to go check on her in the bathroom when she disappeared for a little while so I’ll spare you the details there.”
“Melanie told me she’d walked into the bathroom and heard someone crying in one of the stalls so she stuck around to see who it was. She said she was hoping she wouldn’t find Ruby in there, but it turned out to be her,” he says, a worried expression on his face as he continues to recount the things Melanie had confided in him. “She told me it was pretty bad. Her makeup was all fucked up from the crying so Melanie helped her fix it up. She didn’t go too into detail about what they talked about, but she told me Ruby was worried about being a bad date; Melanie pretty much had to convince her not to panic and just walk out.”
You’d feel more guilt about the things he’s telling you if you hadn’t already been made painfully aware of the fact that you aren’t to blame for most of it. However, that doesn’t stop the words from making your heart feel like someone had pierced it with a knife. Her breaking down last night after drinking far more than what was reasonable was one thing, but breaking down into tears before she’d even had a drink? Whatever the cause was, it went way beyond anything you could have possibly done since the two of you met. Your reverie and silent contemplation are interrupted by the sound of your friend’s voice. “Hello, earth to Mike, you still with me, buddy? What I said wasn’t that bad was it?”
You decide to respond if not purely out of fear that you’ll further burden him with more worries regarding whatever’s going on between you and Ruby. “Yeah sorry, I’m just trying to process it all. Shit, here I was thinking it was just the stuff that happened at the end of the night and now you’re telling me she was crying in the bathroom before she even had a drink?”
He gives you yet another reassuring pat on the back, though it does little to make you feel better about the situation. “I’m sorry you had to find out this way man, I just figured it’d help you talk to her if you knew what really happened. Don’t like that I had to break a promise to Melanie to do it, but I’m sure she’d see my side of things if it came to that.”
Now it’s your turn to reassure him he did the right thing by coming to you about it, and you put a hand on his shoulder in kind. The consideration and kindness of your best friend are almost enough to get you emotional. “I’m glad you told me man, you’re honestly the most solid friend a guy could ask for. And don’t worry, your secret is safe with me, I’ll make sure none of this gets back to Melanie.”
“I appreciate your friendship too man, you saved my ass by even agreeing to do this whole double date business in the first place,” he says, a smile now tugging at the corners of his mouth. “I just hope you guys manage to hash things out whenever you talk again. I still think the two of you could be good together.”
You can’t help but feel a hot wave of embarrassment wash over you at his words. While it’s clear you have some kind of feelings for Ruby, there’s a lot of things you want to clear up before you ever put the thought of a relationship into consideration.
“I think so too,” the words leave your mouth before you even have time to rescind them, only serving to add to your embarrassment. “About us maybe being good together I mean.”
Your friend only chuckles a bit at your expense, the knowing grin on his face growing wider. “It’s all good man, I know what you meant. We should probably stop slacking off and go get the tubs set up before we get a talking to from Kelly.”
You can’t help but chuckle at his still somehow upbeat attitude. “Yeah, you’re right. Thanks for listening, man.”
“Hey, what else are friends for, right?” he asks, and you follow him into the back to help him get things set up.
The rest of your workday is fairly uneventful, with not many customers stopping in with temperatures being at all-time lows. You say your goodbyes and before you’re even out the door, you’re looking down at your phone, swiping down your contact list to find Ruby. While the two of you had kind of left things off abruptly that morning, you were still more than willing to work out with her.
‘Hey, we still on for the gym today?’
As you make your way to the car, you continue to look down at your phone, nearly bumping into the only other car in the parking lot. While you’d told Kevin things between the two of you were fairly okay, last night’s events still had you fairly shaken up and worse, distracted. You couldn’t help but think back to the conversation you’d had with her this morning, her genuine and repeated apologies leaving you lost for words. Even if you hadn’t led her on as badly as you’d allowed yourself to believe, you still felt weirdly responsible for not considering her feelings. It’s a mistake you wouldn’t make again moving forward, wanting to at the very least stay friends. Or at least, that’s what you kept telling yourself, fully aware of the mutual feelings between the two of you. You can’t help but feel like an idiot for not having steered the conversation at least slightly in that direction this morning. Of course, that was the less rational part of you talking, your other half knowing full well it’d be a bad idea to bring it up after a breakdown that had seemingly left her emotionally raw. You’re bumped out of your thoughts by your familiar notification tone and you quickly check to see if you’d received a message.
‘Yeah, I’ll be there, mate. Not going to let a hangover stop me from kicking your ass :^)’
You can’t help but smile at the response, though the mention of a hangover does admittedly worry you a bit. ‘Aspirin didn’t help? Also if you want me to come pick you up, I’m just now getting off work.’
Not even a minute later you get a response. ‘It’s gone for the most part, don’t worry. And don’t sweat it, I’m getting a ride from a friend. Might be a bit late to the gym though, don’t wait on me to start.’
Content with her answer you throw back a casual, ‘Alright, see you then.’
Putting your phone away, you open the car door and toss your bag into the passenger seat, quickly getting settled in before heading off for the gym. You’d be lying if you said you aren't feeling the slightest bit nervous about seeing her so soon, especially after the awkwardness that had permeated the room this morning. It felt like a lot of things had been left unsaid on both fronts, and you could only hope her reasons were similar to yours. It’s probably for the best you don’t psych yourself out before you even get to see her, and you do your best to focus on the road for the remainder of the short drive.

  *****

You’d been trying to sleep the worst of your hangover off on the couch when a text from Mike suddenly comes through, the noise startling you out of your impromptu nap. You quickly pick up the phone and tap out a response, staring intently at the screen as you wait for a reply. You feel relieved that he still wants to talk to you after everything you’d done, convinced his earlier hurried exit was just a prelude to him blocking you out of his life completely. Even if he had done something that drastic, you wouldn’t and couldn’t blame him for doing so, especially with the way you’d drunkenly blown up on him. The second he’d left you’d reached out to Lily, wanting to have someone else to talk to and hopefully give you some perspective on how to approach this mess with Mike moving forward. You badly wanted to mend your friendship with him, though your lack of experience with this kind of stuff would make it difficult to do on your own. She’d told you she’d be over as soon as her shift at the mall was over, and you were now anxiously awaiting messages from two people. You hear another ding and look over at his response, smiling at his thoughtfulness. While you would’ve loved nothing more than to take him up on the offer, you’d already made plans to have Lily give you a ride to the gym instead. It’d give you some much-needed time to have a lengthy talk about everything that’d happened last night. It dawns on you that you’re not entirely sure how to start a conversation with her about it, despite her being your best friend. You’d practically grown up with her, trusting her with things you wouldn’t even trust your parents or siblings on.
You let out a sigh of relief when Mike’s response comes through, smiling at his understanding attitude. The only worry on your mind was that he was acting like this out of a need to keep you calm and placated after your unwarranted outbursts. In reality, that was the only positive outcome you didn’t want. You didn’t want him to feel like you were holding him hostage in a friendship or worse yet, staying out of concern you’d do something drastic if he were to walk out of your life forever. That kind of thinking wasn’t going to do you much good if you had any hope of your conversation with him turning out for the better. You do your best to dispel the thoughts as you sit idly on the couch, waiting for the ding of a doorbell to pull you away from your pessimistic line of thinking. You decide to get up and take the time to clean up your kitchen and living room. It’s odd, but you can’t help but smile a bit as you pick up the dirty dishware and glasses that remain on the counter. You feel almost pathetic for thinking about it the way you do, but his kindness in staying and even making breakfast for the two of you had gone a long way from turning what would’ve been an awful morning into an almost sweet memory. You get to doing the dishes and soon enough the kitchen is looking almost as spotless as the day you moved in. All that was left to do was pick up some of the clothes strewn about on the ground and- Shit. The sound of the doorbell was almost agonizingly loud to someone with hearing as sensitive as yours, the lingering remnants of your hangover certainly not helping matters any. You rush over to the door, neglecting to look through the peephole before opening it. You don’t even have time to berate yourself for being so careless before the panda behind the door greets you.
“Hey, sorry I’m late, got stuck in traffic on the way here,” she says, still in her restaurant uniform. “Everything alright with you? How’d that date with Mike go?”
Shit, you’d forgotten you even mentioned that to her, much less that you’d told her who you were going on the date with. The question is enough to knock you off guard, clamming up at the sheer mention of your date. You swallow, trying to calm your nerves enough to answer the question without her suspecting something was up.
“No worries, I’m glad you could make it in the first place,” you say, returning the smile in kind. “The date? Well, that’s... actually kind of what I wanted to talk about. Just didn’t feel right doing it over the phone, you know?”
“Nah, I totally understand,” she says, stepping inside before putting her bag atop the counter. “Everything go alright? Surprised you didn’t invite him to stay the night or anything, with how you were gushing about him over the phone.”
You can feel your cheeks burn at the implication, some part of you wishing that’s how last night had gone. Hell, her words of encouragement and an impromptu pep talk were part of the reason you’d even worked up the courage to go on the date in the first place. Even with everything that happened last night you were grateful that she’d pushed you to go, relieved that you’d at least managed to admit you had feelings for Mike straight to his face.
“I wasn’t gush-” you say before managing to stop yourself, realizing getting defensive about it would only reinforce her point about you. “He was… actually here a couple hours ago, but it’s not what you think, I promise.”
She raises an eyebrow at your wording, though the grin forming on her muzzle quickly betrays any skepticism she might’ve had. “I was kidding, but holy shit, how’d you get him to stay the night? Did the two of you, you know?”
Just when you think your blush couldn’t burn any brighter, your best friend is there to prove you wrong, quickly jumping to correct the record. “No! I mean, uh, not that I would’ve minded, but no, we didn’t… do that. That’s actually kind of related to the thing I wanted to talk to you about.”
“Well, spill the beans then,” she says, taking a moment to plop herself down onto your couch before she continues. “You can’t just say something like that and not share all the details, you know.”
You gently take a seat on the couch next to her, briefly thinking back to the conversation you and Mike had in this very spot not too long ago. While you might’ve beat around the bush with anyone else, you were determined to share the truth with Lily, even down to the most embarrassing details.
“I honestly don’t even know where to start,” you say, rubbing at the back of your neck, your tail swatting erratically against the leather couch. “Things started okay, I guess, and then... I made the stupid fuckin’ mistake of slamming down a drink or two and things just… kind of got out of control from there.”
She hesitates for a moment, seemingly taking some time to think out a response now that she’s realized what happened isn’t a joking matter. “How out of control are we talking?”
You take a deep breath before swallowing hard, the situation still at the forefront of your thoughts. Despite that, the words don’t seem to want to come. “I guess… I thought everything was going alright when he picked me up, had to change up my makeup some but I expected that much since I don’t really ever use it.”
“So everything went fine at the restaurant until you had a drink? Did he say or do something that made you think he wasn’t having a good time?”
“No, no, if anything I was the one acting weird,” you say, thinking back to the small talk between the four of you. “I’m such a fuckin’ idiot sometimes. He commented on the two of us not dating, which in hindsight I should’ve known was a joke, but I took it at face value instead.”
“And then what?” your friend asks, looking to you with concern apparent on her features. “If it was just that you wouldn’t have asked me to come over to talk about it.”
You can’t help but smile at her gesture, thankful you have such a good friend, especially one that’s willing to hear out your inane rambling. “I… took it really, really badly. I don’t know what got into me but I somehow convinced myself he only wanted me around to fill a seat. Guess I’d gotten my hopes up a little too much when he asked me to come on the date in the first place.”
“Oh, come on, don’t say that, Ruby,” Lily says, scooting closer to you as she speaks. “If he asked, it's because he’s interested in you.”
“Well, too late now,” you say, swallowing hard as you work up to explaining the severity of the situation to her. “I don’t think I can fix things between us with how hard I fucked up last night.”
“That bad?”
“Worse than you can imagine, I think,” you continue, feeling anxiety and doubt bubble up within you as you start to come clean to your best friend. “A lot of the stuff that happened kind of blurs together with how much I had to drink, but I remember the worst of what I did.”
As much as you never wanted to repeat your mistakes, some part of you wished you had drunk a bit more just to fully drown out those painful memories of last night. “After he made that joke I just- couldn’t handle it anymore, I guess. I got up from the table nearly in tears already and once I finally got into the bathroom stall I just kind of… let it all out.”
You take a glance away from the floor, barely able to look your friend in the eyes out of the pure shame you feel retelling the story. “I guess some part of me was looking forward to the possibility of us becoming something more because of the date, I don’t know. At that point, my makeup was ruined and I was just about ready to go home. If it wasn’t for me not wanting to leave him hanging I probably would’ve just walked out.”
“I’m sorry you had to go through that,” your friend says, her kind words helping you continue the difficult confession.
“It’s not your fault. It’s not his fault either, just mine for blowing a joke way out of proportion,” you say, almost teary-eyed yourself as you think back to how pathetic you felt crying your eyes out in that bathroom stall. “I feel even fucking dumber for drinking so much after the fact. I thought, what harm is one drink going to do, you know?”
She looks to you with concern, pausing as she takes in everything you’re telling her. “So how much did you have to drink last night?”
You can’t help but rub at the back of your neck in embarrassment as she presses you with the question. “Honestly, I lost track after the first five drinks. Probably for the best I don’t remember exactly how many times I made an ass out of myself last night.”
You continue with your retelling of the night, fighting the screaming in your head telling you to just clam up. “I remember making stupid jokes between all the drinking and then suddenly the bottle was gone. Must’ve been Mike or someone else deciding to cut me off, and the next thing I remember was him escorting me out of the restaurant to take me home.”
While it hurts to think about it, you remember every little detail of what you felt on the ride home. The guilt, nausea, anxiety all combine with the fear that he’d want nothing to do with you anymore after you’d ruined the night. How surprised you were when he pulled over out of concern for your well-being, how happy you felt that he didn’t seem upset about the night coming to an early end. The hope that had filled you when he’d shared that he’d never even so much as dated an anthro before. While you didn’t remember exactly how you felt when he shared how much he values your friendship, you know your heart skipped a few beats. All those things combined pushed you into making a decision you’d come to regret for god knows how long. Your friend’s soft voice shakes you out of your guilty reminiscing.
“It doesn’t end there though, does it?” she asks, trying to meet your gaze despite it being pointed towards the ground. “If it was just that you wouldn’t have called me here to talk.”
“God...” you say, bringing a hand up to your head and rubbing at your temples. “On the way home, he was just so… nice. I was expecting him to be upset that I’d ruined the night, but instead, he just said all this… really nice stuff about me.”
“So, what, did the two of you, you know?” your friend asks, and the question only serves to remind you of the disastrous outcome.
“No, nothing like that….” you say, trailing off, finding it difficult to muster the words to explain your colossal fuckup. “I don’t know if it was just because of how drunk I was or if I’m just a fuckin’ dipshit, but I got it into my head that those things were signals he was sending me. And of course, I figured the best course of action was to kiss him.”
“What, as he was driving you home?”
“No, I mean I waited,” you say, feeling your cheeks burn as you get to the embarrassing details. “Even if I had the courage to do it right away, I wanted to sober up a little first. We eventually got home, and with him being the great guy he is, offered to carry me all the way to my doorstep.”
“So, what, you invited him in or something? If a guy I was into bridal carried me home, I’d probably kiss him too,” she asks, her concerned expression quickly turned into a puzzled one. “What happened that was so bad?”
As much as your brain is screaming at you to keep quiet about the details, Lily had been your best friend for years, always there to listen when you needed it. Deep down you were afraid she’d push you away after you admitted to all the horrible things you did last night. You didn’t want to use the alcohol as an excuse, though you had to admit it certainly made it easier to act the way you did.
“We got to my doorstep and… I don’t know,” you say, almost ashamed to admit that you’d kissed him. “The way he looked at me and all the things he’d said were still running in my head so I just… went for it. He… didn’t take it as well as I thought he would.”
“What’d he do, Ruby?” she says, putting a hand over yours as if to show her support.
“It’s nothing like that!” you say a little louder than you’d meant to, and you instantly regret raising your voice with a friend. “He didn’t do anything wrong, it’s my fucking fault for expecting everything to go like a goddamn fairy tale.”
Your eyes start to sting as you continue to fight a losing battle against your welled up emotions. “He pulled away from me and put me down and… I don’t know, I took it really, really badly. He didn’t even deserve that kind of treatment from me, there’s no way he could’ve known about me and my stupid fuckin-”
Lily interrupts your tear-laced rambling to pull you into a hug, and you can’t help but lean into it, hugging her tightly as you let the waterworks flow. You feel pathetic for crying like this in front of a friend, but it’s cathartic to let it all out with someone who knows every reason and detail behind why you feel this way.
“It’s alright, Ruby,” she says, running her fingers through your hair as you continue to cry. “Just let it out.”
For a moment it feels like you’ve been sent back in time a decade, the feeling of Lily comforting you like this all too familiar to your brain. You can even feel a slight sense of deja vu as you accept the hug, but you do your best to brush it aside as you try and wrangle your emotions back under control.
After a while you decide to wipe away some of your tears with a finger, swallowing hard before trying to continue your retelling. “The only reason he pulled away was because he… didn’t want to take advantage of me. I don’t know how I got it into my head that he was just taking advantage of me, but I was convinced that was the only reason he even asked me on the date in the first place was because he couldn’t find anyone else in time.”
Lily stays silent, only offering what you interpret as a sympathetic half-smile. You take a second to compose yourself, taking deep breaths as the thin streams of tears soaking into your fur finally stop flowing. What you’re about to say next probably paints you in an awful light, but if you’ve already gone far enough to tell her this much you might as well go all the way.
“I pretty much freaked out on him. I was crying like a little girl and I shouted at him before finally slamming the door in his face,” you say, not daring to meet her gaze out of pure shame. “God, it sounds so awful to admit, but I even found out later I’d slammed the door on his foot by accident, and I thought I’d broken it. I didn’t want anything to do with him after he pushed me away, I’d pretty much made up my mind on him in an instant.”
“What’d you do next?” she asks, still having her hand over yours as she absentmindedly strokes her finger against it. “Did you apologize the next day about the foot thing?”
“I did apologize, but I only half remember the stuff that happened after I ran inside,” you say, your leg and tail thumping and twitching out of the anxiety you’re feeling. “I remember running into my bedroom and just… crying my eyes out. I don’t know how long I did that for, but I remember how I felt when I saw him standing in the doorway.”
She looks to you, her gaze still firmly locked with yours as she waits for you to continue.
“My first instinct was just to yell at him. It wasn’t because I was angry at him or anything, I just… didn’t want him to see me like that,” you say, thinking back to how vulnerable you felt in that moment. “He could’ve just fuckin’ left me there, but no, he had to… be nice and care about me. And instead of trying to return that kindness, I just said whatever came to mind to try and make him leave.”
“So, what exactly did you say to him then?” Lily asks, readjusting herself on the couch as you take a breather.
“I told him he’d just asked me out as a joke, that he just wanted me there to fill a seat,” you admit, swallowing as the truth continues to spill forth. “I can’t take anything I said back. That’s probably not even the worst thing I accused him of last night, honestly.”
You can’t help but feel nauseous, the butterflies in your stomach going wild as you continue to rifle through the fresh wounds that call themselves memories. “I told him to leave multiple times, and he just wouldn’t listen so I… doubled down on opening my stupid fucking mouth. I still don’t know why he didn’t just leave, I basically told him he was just being nice to me so he could… feel good about himself.”
You stop your rambling to take in a much-needed breath of air, every word you admit to Lily causing fresh springs of anxiety to well up from within you.
“Even after all that he still fucking stayed….” you say, letting out a long sigh, still unsure as to why he even put himself through all that pain for you. “I don’t know if it’s just because he was that worried about me doing something drastic, but he just kept saying and doing all these nice things. Eventually I finally just let my guard down and let him sit down on the bed next to me.”
“He kept saying all these nice things about me and apologizing even though none of this shit was his fault in the first place,” you continue, feeling the tears start to come on again as your foggy memory lays out the scene. Your yells, your screams, and his endless patience, the tears down your cheek. “He was going to leave and I… told him to stay. That’s when all the horrible shit I’d said and done really started to hit me and I just… broke down right there in his arms.”
You feel helpless for letting your emotions get the better of you time and time again. Even with someone as kind and understanding as Mike, as Lily even, you still feel like you’re a walking disaster, crying on everyone's shoulders and single-handedly causing all their issues, whining and wailing, and ultimately fixing nothing. You take another series of deep breaths before continuing, reaching up to wipe away the half-formed tears before you move on.
“How’d he react to that?” Lily asks, and the look in her eyes tells you she’s on the verge of pulling you in for another hug. “Not a lot of guys would even bother to stay, much less check on you after you pushed him away like that.”
“He did the best he could from what I can remember. I was a train wreck last night, honestly,” you say, briefly glancing at your friend before continuing. “He was there for me while I cried into his shoulder, and honestly I didn’t even deserve that much. I was surprised he even cared enough to ask what was bothering me so much.”
“Shit, did you tell him? You at least apologized, right?” Lily asks, seemingly becoming more and more concerned with your friendship with Mike.
“I wanted to but… I felt like I’d already done enough harm for one night,” you say, swallowing hard as the guilt comes back in full force. “He was going to leave but me being the mess I was, I asked him to stay the night in my bed instead of the couch.”
“You should’ve told him, Ruby, especially if you didn’t want him to think everything was his fault,” your friend says, and you kick yourself for not having talked to him about it today. “Tell me you at least talked to him in the morning.”
“I did, yeah. He even got it into his head to make breakfast for me because I was hungover,” you say, still feeling relief at the fact that he stayed the morning just to make sure you were okay. “We talked about a lot of things and I took responsibility for everything I said and did but it still feels like I fucked things up with him for good.”
“What’d he say when you apologized?” she asks, scooting even closer to you before continuing. “If he’s still texting you it’s because he took your apology seriously, Ruby.”
“What if he’s only doing it because he’s afraid of what’ll happen if he doesn’t let me down easy?” you ask, the words leaving your mouth in a hurry. “I don’t want him to be friends with me out of pity.”
“Well, Ruby…” she says, clearly taking the time to put her thoughts together. “I doubt he’d go through all the trouble if he didn’t want to be your friend. But if you really want to find out what he thinks of your friendship and where the two of you are at, you’re going to have to talk to him.”
“But… what am I even supposed to say?” you say, rubbing at the back of your neck. “I feel like I’ve already talked to him about everything short of, you know, that.”
“You said it yourself, Ruby, you don’t want him to be your friend out of pity. If you don’t explain why you reacted the way you did to what happened then he might full well think things were his fault.”
“How do I even begin to go about something like that though, it’s hard enough for me to talk about it with you as is an-”
She cuts you off, and you feel her hand’s grip tighten on yours. “You’re giving up before you’ve even left the starting gate. You said you’ve talked about serious things with him before, right?”
You nod your head in agreement, still too embarrassed by the whole situation to even look your best friend in the eyes. Deep down you knew she was right about having to be the one to initiate things, Mike clearly too scarred by last night’s events to do so. Even if he did decide to ask, it was unlikely he’d be able to pry anything out of you, especially given the regret and shame you still feel from last night.
“Then you’re going to have to buck up and just tell him you want to talk,” she continues, the determined look in her eyes serving to raise your confidence ever so slightly. “If you don’t talk about it then he can’t help you. And I know you’re going to tell me it’s a difficult thing to talk about and I understand that, but even if you have to practice what you’re going to say in the mirror to get the words out, do it.”
“But what if he doesn’t want to-”
“I swear if you keep tearing yourself down like this, I’m going to find out where he works and tell him you want to talk myself,” she says, taking your other hand into hers before putting them together. “If you seriously value him as much as I think you do, then you absolutely should tell him everything. You can do this, Ruby.”
You absolutely hate the fact that she’s right, and even still you’re afraid to face the music. There are very few people you’d trusted enough to share your experiences with and while Mike had quickly gained yours, it still made you anxious to even think about. There was no telling how he’d react to knowing, or if he’d even believe you if you said it was the reason you reacted so strongly to his rejection. He had to at least suspect it wasn’t his fault, right? You’d said as much in the car and following your breakdown, even if you didn’t remember the specifics. Was it something you’d let spill that made him want to stay the night? You were quickly shaken out of your contemplative reverie by the sound of Lily’s voice ringing out again.
“So, how are you going to ask him?” she asks, cocking her head ever so slightly as you continue to stare blankly in her direction. “If I have to, I’m going to stay until you tell me what you’re going to say. I’m not leaving until you promise me you’re going to talk with him.”
“Okay, okay, fine, I’ll talk to him,” you say, her continued pressing managing to coax a small smile out of you. “I just… I’m scared he’ll think less of me when I tell him. I already strained things enough by pulling all this shit, what if he just thinks I’m making excuses?”
“Ruby,” she says, gripping both your hands tight as if to grab your attention. “I don’t pretend I know him better than you do but from what you’ve said about him, it’s pretty clear he’s an understanding guy.”
“He is, yeah,” you concede, taking a deep breath as you try to get your thoughts together. “You think it’d be too soon if I asked him after the gym today?”
“Wait, the two of you are still on for the gym today still and you’re worried about him not wanting to stay friends with you?” she asks, letting out an incredulous sounding chuckle. “I swear you’re the absolute worst at reading guys, Rube.”
You can’t help but smile slightly, her slight laughter almost infectious. “In fairness, I didn’t even know we were on for the gym until like thirty minutes ago. I still think it might not be the best idea, I wanted to give him some room to think after last night, especially since he left in a hurry this morning.”
“I think you’re reading too much into things, Ruby. I’m sure he had a good reason, if he wanted to leave in a hurry, I don’t think he would’ve stopped to make and eat breakfast with you.”
Sometimes you needed someone like Lily to knock some sense into you or you’d get all wound up thinking about stuff that had no ulterior meaning. It was one of the reasons you were so grateful to have her friendship in the first place, the two of you sticking together through thick and thin ever since that fateful day you met. She’d been a godsend in an otherwise bleak period in your life, having first met her when you transferred schools for the second time that year.
“I guess you’re right,” you admit, berating yourself slightly for having thought Mike lied about having to head to work on a Sunday. “I still don’t think it’d be a good idea considering it hasn’t even been a day.”
“Hmm, maybe you’re right, but I still think you should say something at least,” Lily says, briefly lost in thought as you look to her expectantly. “Just see how things play out. If things still feel kind of awkward and shaky between the two of you then leave it for another time.”
“Alright,” you nod, taking another deep breath to settle the butterflies threatening to escape your stomach. “I promise I’ll at least try to bring it up.”
“Attagirl,” Lily smiles, finally letting go of your hands. “Just act the same as you always have, Ruby. He wouldn’t stick around if he didn’t think you were worth working through the bumps in the road for.”
You look down at your phone and quickly realize you’re already running about thirty minutes late to your usual gym time, popping to your feet to try and get dressed quickly. “Shit, I’m not even going to have a chance if he thinks I’m a no-show. You mind giving me a ride? I can toss you the gas money.”
“Deal,” she says, chuckling again at your panic. “Skip the gas money though, I have some stuff I want to talk to you about too, consider that your payment.”
“Fair enough,” you say, quickly bolting off into your bedroom to throw on some workout clothes.
After a bit of fumbling with some sweatpants and a hoodie, the two of you find yourself on the way to the gym. Every glance you sneak at the digital clock on the dash only makes more anxiety well up in you as you wonder whether he’ll even be there by the time you arrive. You can’t exactly ask your friend to drive above the speed limit, so you turn to conversation to get your mind off things.
“So, what’d you want to talk to me about?” you ask, trying not to distract her too much.
“Kind of a long story, but I wanted your advice on a human guy I met at the bar a couple of days ago,” she says, only taking her eyes off the road for a brief second to glance at you. “Not sure if it’s just me being stupid or not, but I approached him at the bar and not even a minute later he just straight up walked out on me. You think I did something wrong?”
“You’re seriously asking me after everything I fucked up last night?” you ask, unable to hold back a chuckle at her question. “What’d he look like?”
“I’m asking you because you at least managed to hold down a date while I’ve been on a dry spree for months,” she says, a free hand brushing her bangs out of the way. “I don’t know, he was decently tall, brown hair, good build, and cleaned up pretty well. Not like he was out of my league or anything, but good looking still.”
“Could be he’s just not the type of dude that’s into anthros,” you say, shrugging your shoulders. “Plenty more humans like that than ones that’ll actually give us a shot. You manage to get his number before he bailed out on you?”
“Not quite, but… I did manage to kind of, uh, bribe the bartender into telling me some stuff.”
You look to her in disbelief, not knowing her to be someone to resort to dirty tricks in any facet of life. “What, seriously? How many drinks did you have to buy to get them to loosen up like that?”
“It was only a couple beers, I think,” she says, though the quickly forming blush betrays the white lie she’s telling. “Either way, I found out he’s a regular, so I’m hoping I can catch him in a better mood or something. You got any advice for what I could do?”
“Maybe wait until he has a couple of drinks before making small talk?” you offer, hoping the advice will work out for her. “Less likely he’ll just get up and leave if he’s got a good buzz going. Just don’t be afraid to ask things as long as you’re not talking over him or something.”
“Anything’s better than him walking out, I guess. Thanks, Ruby.”
“Anytime,” you smile, your anxiety once again flaring up when you see the familiar sights telling you you’re almost to the gym.
She pulls up near the front of the gym and you look to her for encouragement, trying to remember all the advice she’d given you before you leave the car. “Here goes nothing, I guess.”
“You’ll be alright, trust me. If you need me to come pick you up or if you just want to talk, just call me and I’ll swing by.”
“I think I’ll be alright,” you say, taking another deep breath before flashing her the most confident smile you can muster. “Thanks for everything, Lily.”
“Never a problem,” she says, returning the smile in kind.
You quickly make your way inside, but not before shooting off a text to Mike asking if he’s still here. It’s not long before he responds, and you look around only to see him flagging you down with his outstretched arm, sitting all the way in the back by the benches. You quickly saunter over, being careful not to bump into anyone. He doesn’t look quite as apprehensive as you remember him being this morning, letting out a brief sigh of relief as you get closer. You’ve seemingly caught him between sets, the sweat dripping down the various exposed parts of his body clear evidence of his efforts. It's not easy, but you put forth the effort to break the ice between the two of you.
“Doing reps like these without a spotter? Didn’t know you had it in you, Mike,” you say, casually leaning against the bar as he gets back into position.
“You saying you could spot me with this much weight on the rack?” he shoots back, getting under the bench.
“Oh shut up,” you chuckle, his teasing bringing a smile to your face. “In case you’ve forgotten, I’m about two feet shorter than you.”
There are at least three plates on each side, which is a pretty impressive amount to be lifting considering he’d taken at least two days away from the gym. He strains for a bit getting the bar off the rack, but once he’s got it off he gets through his set nearly flawlessly, arms only shaking when he finally re-racks the weight. While you’re at the ready in case he fails a rep, you aren’t entirely sure you can pull the entire weight off on your own should it come to that. You feel oddly nervous just being around him, the thought that he’s only hanging out with you out of pity firmly at the forefront of your thoughts. His joking demeanor takes a little bit of the edge off, and you briefly think back to the advice Lily gave you not even an hour ago. You take another deep breath as he sits back up again, and you hope that he can’t tell how you feel based on your expression. You wonder if he’s done with his sets given he gets up to start taking plates off, looking at his focused expression with a cocked head. When he suddenly turns to look at you, you feel paralyzed, the butterflies in your stomach starting to flutter once more.
“You want me to take off some more plates or do you think you can lift this?” he asks, and you can’t help but feel like an idiot for getting yourself so wound up over something so innocuous. “I forgot if you benched 180 or 160.”
Once you finally recover yourself, you quickly respond, “I’m mostly used to lifting 160, but I’ll give 180 a shot if you spot me, mate.”
“Sure thing,” he says, stepping to the side to give you room to pass before slipping behind the bench himself. “I’ll be surprised if you can get more than 5 reps done.”
“Is that a bet?” you ask, chuckling to yourself as you lay down on the bench. “I might be a bit rusty, but I’m not even going to break a sweat doing five reps.”
You lay back onto the bench and prepare yourself, not entirely sure if you’ll be able to finish the set without having to stop midway. The way he suddenly looms over you doesn’t help that any, though you do feel a bit safer when you see him start to hover his hands under the bar, ready to catch it should you fail. You grip the bar tight, being careful to keep your form proper as to not injure yourself. In one swift motion, you lift the bar with no small amount of struggle, being careful to keep your arms steady as you fully extend them. You repeat the motion a few times and by the fifth rep, it feels like your arms are about to give out, the two days you’d taken off the gym having more of a profound effect than you’d initially thought. You barely finish the last rep, arms shaking to the point where Mike looks about ready to step in to re-rack the bar. Thankfully you manage to do it yourself, letting out a sigh of relief once the bar is safely back in place. You can hear his voice ring out as you catch your breath from the exertion.
“Barely five reps, but honestly that’s the most weight I’ve ever seen a girl lift in here,” he says, offering his hand to help you up from the bench. “I would’ve thought your strong suit was squatting.”
You can’t help but feel your cheeks burning at the compliment, and you struggle to come up with a proper response.
“Just because we’ve got strong legs doesn’t mean we can’t kick your asses elsewhere,” you say, taking his outstretched hand to help yourself sit up. “Thanks for the spot though, I felt like my arms were about to snap on that last one.”
“No problem,” he says, flashing you that trademark smile that now only makes you feel unease in the pit of your stomach. “Think I’m going to have to skip out on the leg stuff for today because… well, you know.”
It takes a second for the meaning of his sentence to sink in for you, but it all connects when you see him start to rub out of the back of his neck. You’d forgotten about the door you slammed on his foot the night before, and even though it had been accidental, you still felt awful about it. The fact that he’s unwilling to talk about the incident directly only makes those worries and insecurities you’d had earlier flare up again. With it looming over you, you aren’t exactly sure if you can muster up the courage to tell him you need to talk to him. The least you can do is acknowledge it and apologize for it, you figure.
“Shit, yeah. I’m…” you trail off, swallowing hard as the words struggle to leave your throat. “I’m still r-really fucking sorry about that, Mike. Is it feeling better than this morning?”
“Doesn’t hurt to walk on anymore at least,” he says, leaning his weight onto that foot. “I’m not too worried about it honestly, I’ll just put some ice on it when I get home and it should be alright in the morning.”
His words hit you like a freight train and you can’t help but wince at the fact that it’d likely been hurting all day as he worked. You berate yourself for starting to get teary-eyed at the fact that you’d done this to him, knowing it’d likely only make him feel more guilt for the things that went down last night. While you’d thought you had the courage to approach him and ask to have a serious conversation about things, you almost regret even coming to the gym in the first place. Your eyes briefly wander to the front door, and you have to look away as the urge to just run away briefly wells up within you. Even though you want to do it, you will yourself to stay and tough things out, not wanting to make things even worse on Mike.
“If you want to get it looked at my dad knows a guy that-” you say, interrupted by the sound of his voice ringing out.
“Nah, I wouldn’t worry about it that much,” he says, quickly waving the notion away. “Not like anything’s broken. Seriously, it’s not as bad as you think it is.”
You can’t help but smile at how considerate he’s being, though you still feel awful that any of these things happened in the first place. “Well if it gets any worse let me know, that offer’s on the table until it’s healed up.”
“Thanks, Ruby,” he smiles back, his warm smile making your heart skip more than a few beats. “I’ll keep it in mind but seriously, I forgive you, it’s not like you meant to do it or anything. Accidents happen.”
“Thanks, Mike,” you reply, suddenly feeling as if two anvils were lifted off your shoulders as he utters those words of forgiveness. “I’m sorry if I came at the end of your workout, got held up with some stuff I had to take care of for work.”
“I still have some deadlifts and curls to knock out still if you feel up for it,” he smiles, seemingly content with your change in mood. “Was thinking about grabbing something to eat afterward if you’re up for it.”
You don’t want to decline his offer or kindness, but you don’t feel quite ready to be forced into making small talk after everything that happened. As much as it pains you to do, you swallow before committing to telling a white lie that would save you both a lot of grief.
“I had a light lunch not too long ago,” you say, hoping he can’t tell you’re being dishonest. “You want to reschedule for the next time we work out?”
“Sounds good to me, though I’m still probably going to stop by McDonald’s or something on the way home, didn’t get a chance to grab lunch today,” he says, and you immediately feel another pang of guilt for holding him up so long in the morning.
“It’ll be on me though, yeah?” you say, playfully elbowing his side. “It’ll at least help make up for getting drunk off my ass last night.”
“You don’t have to do that, come on,” he says as the two of you walk towards the deadlift platform. “Everyone’s gone too far with the drink here and there, don’t feel too bad about it.”
“It’d make me feel better-” you mutter, feeling deep-seated regret the instant the words leave your mouth. “I’d feel better if I could do something nice for you in return, as thanks for getting me home and… staying with me.”
You can’t help but feel your cheeks burn at your sheer honesty, feeling embarrassed at how much you’d struggled and stuttered to get the words out. After everything that happened you figured being honest about your feelings was the best way to avoid anything bad happening between the two of you again. A quick look up and to the side tells you he likely feels the same way about things, likely too shocked by your sudden admission to even say anything. You desperately want to have another serious conversation but you can’t find the confidence within yourself to be the one to initiate things. Your head spins with thoughts as you consider if it’s too soon to ask or if it’s even the right place to do so considering he’d so willingly asked you to come to the gym as if nothing had happened. The thoughts, worries, and anxiety at the forefront of your mind are briefly dispelled by his voice.
“It’s no problem, I’m sure you would’ve done the same for me if I would’ve gotten hammered off my ass,” he chuckles as the two of you finally reach the deadlift platform. “You know, minus the whole carrying thing. If it’ll make you feel better though… I’ll take you up on that lunch offer tomorrow.”
You feel relief, though it’s quickly replaced with a worry that you have no idea where to take him besides your usual haunts. A place where the two of you could have some relative peace and quiet seemed like a good idea, and that alone crossed a few places off your list. As he sets up the bar for his deadlifts, you rack your memories for somewhere that’d impress him. Just as you’re running out of hope, your mind goes to a little hole-in-the-wall sandwich shop run by an older couple and their kids. It’s a little out of the way, but close enough to the park that the two of you could enjoy the outdoors as you ate. It solved the issue of needing quiet as the two of you could just enjoy the scenery on a bench and still be relatively unbothered. The problem now solved, you sat to the side of the platform as he got into position to lift. Normally you wouldn’t be worried about the amount of weight, but with his foot injury, the possibility of him injuring himself was there, no matter how miniscule.
“You sure you don’t want to take it a bit easier today, Mike?” you ask, hoping your concern shows through in your voice. “Don’t have to break a PR every time you come to the gym, you know.”
“I’ll be alright, don’t worry. I’m only doing two sets today,” he chuckles as he slips a lifting belt on. “And you call me a worrywart.”
You can’t help but roll your eyes at the remark, but him remembering to put on his belt has you way less worried about the risk of injury. Still, you’re attentive and ready to jump to his aid should anything happen, seeing as he’s extended you the same courtesy countless times. Thankfully, neither of you have had to step in for each other thus far, something you’re grateful for every day. You feel terribly guilty for doing it, but your eyes can’t help but linger on his strained arms as he starts to lift the bar off the platform, your eyes tracing the visible veins up to his shoulders. There’s a clear conflict of interest here as one part of you is mostly interested in ogling his body while another part of you is carefully eyeing his form to make sure he doesn’t mess up his back. It feels wrong, and you quickly look away once it hits you that this is the last thing you should be doing after last night. The two of you, or at least you, needed some time to think about your feelings on the matter. Especially considering that, from what you remember, you’d pretty much spilled your feelings for him as if the attempt to kiss him hadn’t been enough. You kept replaying a few of the things he’d said in your head. How under different circumstances he would’ve kissed you, and that he’d recently come off a bad breakup. There’s so much more you wanted to know and yet you couldn’t muster up the single drop of courage needed to ask about it. It made you feel like an idiot, especially since you’d drunkenly turned down his offer to talk when you were coming down from your nervous breakdown. As much as it hurts to remember that night, it felt oddly cathartic to get those things off your chest, even though you still think your misplaced anger is unforgivable. Yet for reasons you’re not entirely sure about, you’re here, working out with him as if nothing had happened. From the corner of your eye, you can spy the front door, and the more your mind lingers on the topic, the more the urge to just run out wells up within you. He seemingly takes notice of your unease, because the sound of his voice quickly breaks you away from those intrusive thoughts that threaten to unravel your composure.
“Everything alright? You seem a little distracted there, Ruby,” he says, playfully nudging your arm before going back to doing some stretches between sets.
He’s giving you an opening to say something, anything. To talk about all the questions that had been left unanswered the night before. All you had to do was tell him that things aren’t alright. You think back to Lily’s advice and words of encouragement, but it seems your mouth has other plans.
“I’m alright, just a little… dazed from the hangover is all,” you say, faking a smile as the words spill out of your traitorous lips.
“If you’re not feeling well, I can just take you home,” he says, looking to you with an expression of concern that only makes you feel even more guilt. “Don’t want to force you to be here if you’re still sick.”
“Don’t worry about me, I think it’s just because I had something to eat not too long ago,” grimacing internally at the slight white lie you’re telling. “I’ll just take it easy on the rest of the sets today and I should be fine.”
You feel relief at seeing his expression of concern morph into a slight smile, content with seeing him go back to his sets. Anything was better than giving in to those intrusive thoughts at the forefront of your mind, you figured. He quickly powers through his two remaining sets, taking a quick breather before helping you take the weights off for your own sets. It’s oddly touching that he remembers exactly how much weight you typically deadlift, though the more rational part of you tells you it makes sense considering how long the two of you had been working out together. You quickly get into the proper position, half squatting before gripping the bar tightly. Sometimes you wonder why Mike doesn't use gloves, figuring humans have weaker grip strength without the tiny paw pads on the undersides of their fingers. An embarrassing thought comes to you as you’re in the middle of your set, remembering exactly how strong his grip strength had been when he’d held your hand on several occasions. Despite feeling your cheeks burning at the idea, you do your best to concentrate on the exercise, doing your best to keep good form as you continue going through the motions. You blow through the rest of your sets in record time, the embarrassment somehow motivating you to stay focused. Once you’re finally finished, you help Mike get all the plates back onto the rack before turning to him, praying the burning you were feeling on your cheeks wasn’t shining through.
“We doing anything else today or was that all you had left to do?” you ask, doing a quick set of stretches to loosen up as you wait for a response.
“I was going to do some curls, but I can always finish up with those at home,” he says, shrugging as he tosses his equipment back into his bag. “Besides, even if I skip a day or two, I should be fine.”
“Don’t go getting all lazy on me now Mike,” you say, playfully nudging at his side. “No good use putting all this work in if you’re going to slack and lose all the progress, yeah?”
The remark seemingly hits harder than you’d intended it to, one of his hands shooting up to rub at the back of his neck. You could just be seeing things considering you weren’t exactly well put together at the moment, but you could swear there was a hint of a blush on his face.
“I guess you’re right,” he admits, still rubbing at the back of his neck. “Thanks for keeping me in line with my whole workout routine. Usually, I’m a lot more lax with it, but having someone to remind me to show up four times a week honestly helps more than you’d think.”
You’re not sure what to make of the sudden high praise, though you’re happy to hear you’d made that kind of impact on his life. It was strange to hear that kind of thing from anyone period, and your ability to string words together has seemingly gone out the window. You’re equally grateful for his friendship even if you haven’t been the best at showing it, and even if you can’t bring yourself to talk about last night, you at least want to express that much.
“T-that’s uh- really, seriously nice of you to say, Mike,” you manage to stutter the words out, fully aware of the fact that you’re blushing at full strength. “It’s been nice having someone to jog and shoot the shit with. You’ve been a pretty solid friend to me.”
“Don’t mention it,” he says, a smirk starting to form on his face from what you can only assume is due to your reaction. “I feel the same way about it. Working out alone can get pretty boring sometimes.”
For a brief moment, you’re both left staring at each other, an unspoken awkwardness left hanging in the air as neither of you can figure out how to proceed. You decide to ultimately break the silence by changing the subject, feelings of guilt and anxiety welling up within you throughout every second of the long pause.
“You mind giving me a ride home, mate?” you ask, doing your best to meet his gaze. “I’ll toss you a tenner for gas money.”
“You don’t have to give me anything, Ruby, I don’t mind taking a quick detour to drop you off at your place,” he says, bending down slightly to pick up his near full gym bag before hoisting it over his shoulder. “But… I won’t say no to some free gas money.”
“I didn’t bring my wallet along because I’m an idiot, but I’ll go up and grab it real quick when you drop me off,” you say, following him as he starts to walk towards the door. “Least I can do as thanks.”
The two of you quickly make it to the car, and even though you’d been doing this routine near every day for the past two weeks, it felt like you didn’t belong. That urge to run away threatens to take over for a brief moment, though you quickly quelled it by thinking back to the kind things Mike had just said about you. You do your best to keep thinking positive thoughts as you get into the car, the awkward silence creeping back in on the way home. Despite all his assurances and words of positivity, something had clearly changed in your friendship. And even though it was the last thing you’d wanted, you couldn’t find the words within yourself to ask him if he felt the same way about things. To take your mind off things, you decide to look out the window and observe the passing sights. His voice quickly takes you out of your reverie, practically snapping your head in the opposite direction, giving him your undivided attention.
“So… we still on for that lunch tomorrow?” he asks, briefly glancing at you before putting his eyes back on the road. “I can take my break whenever you have yours and swing by to pick you up.”
“I get off work pretty early usually, if you want to swing by around one I should be good for it,” you say, a tiny part of you hoping he can’t make it given you don’t want him to see you in your teaching attire.
“Works for me, though I only have a forty-five-minute break unless Kevin feels like covering for me,” he says, the sudden change of tone in his voice telling you he’s looking forward to the lunch. “I can probably sneak away for an hour without anyone else noticing, honestly.”
“Don’t want you getting fired now,” you chuckle, nudging his side slightly. “Should be enough time to grab some lunch real quick. Place I had in mind is pretty close to the school.”
“Cool, just shoot me a text when you’re about to get off work and I’ll take my break,” he says, pulling into your apartment complex. “Any hints as to what place you had in mind or is that also a surprise?”
“I think it’s more fun to keep you guessing,” you say with a smile, gathering your belongings before tossing the car door open. “Let me go up and grab you that tenner real quick before you go.”
“Don’t worry about it, just give it to me tomorrow or something,” he says, waving you off as if to say he didn’t want it in the first place. “No point in making you run up and down a flight of stairs.”
You know this tactic of his well, Mike having managed to dissuade you from giving him gas money last time you brought it. “Well, alright. Though I’m not going to take no for an answer tomorrow.”
“Fine, fine,” he says, chuckling ever so slightly. “Good night, Ruby.”
“Night, Mike,” you say, finally turning and closing the car door before making your way towards your apartment.
The stairs and everything leading up to your apartment only serves to pull bad memories to the forefront of your mind, and you do your best to block them out with positive thinking as you open the door to your apartment. It’s a welcome sight to not see the apartment in the state of disarray you’re used to working with, Mike having been so kind as to help tidy up in the morning. It’s just another thing that only amplifies the guilt you continue to feel for everything you’ve put him through over the last day. The last time you’d felt this awful for any considerable length of time had been back in… high school. The repressed thoughts make a chill jolt throughout your body, the involuntary full-body shudder stopping that train of thought dead in its tracks. You place down your phone on the counter before plopping down onto the couch, now both mentally and physically drained after the workout you’d done. You quickly tug at the hair tie holding your ponytail together and toss it into the coffee table in front of you. The cool air coming from the AC unit is a blessing and you quickly find yourself relaxing into the couch, legs and arms splayed out as you recover from your post-workout fatigue. Once you have your bearings together once again, you try to peel yourself off the couch to get yourself showered, a glance at the wall clock telling you it’s nearly nine already. You wanted to be well rested for tomorrow, the first few weeks of teaching typically being some of the most stressful, rife with paperwork that needed to be filled out and then collected from parents. You stumble to your feet and start heading towards the bathroom, stripping out of your shorts and top before tossing them into the clothes basket. A close look at yourself in the mirror reveals something you hope Mike hadn’t taken too much notice of.
"... Fuck," you mutter as you stare at yourself in the mirror, holding an eyelid open as you lean in closer to the mirror.
While near unnoticeable now, you can still see faint red streaks in your eyes, a remnant of your once bloodshot eyes. You can only hope it hadn’t been noticeable when you were with Mike, not wanting it to serve as a reminder of the previous night. A more important thought suddenly comes to the forefront of your mind, derailing your previous train of thought in an instant.
‘How the hell am I going to bring up last night to him?’
While you’d promised yourself you’d try to bring it up tomorrow, you knew that if left to your own devices you’d probably avoid having that conversation with him. Talking to him about it during lunch tomorrow was the most obvious answer, but you don’t want to make him uncomfortable, or worse yet, lead him on under false pretenses. As much as you want to figure things out, you can't think of a solution, something that only puts further stress on your already worn-out mind. A hot shower would probably let you relax enough to think of something, your feet hopping into the tiled cubicle, the cool feeling on your sensitive paw pads sending shivers up your spine. You turn the water up to a point where even the slightest bump to the handle would have it hot enough to burn you. People always looked at you weird whenever you mentioned liking the scalding temperatures, but it was one of the most relaxing things in the world for you. You sit down onto the shower bench, letting the hot water wash down onto you, shuddering as it soaks into your fur. It’s a welcome respite from the cold weather outside, especially given it’s equally cold in your apartment. After some much-needed relaxation, you get up and go through the motions of getting yourself clean, applying copious amounts of shampoo and fur conditioner everywhere you can reach. You make sure you get it into your fur, letting out a long sigh of relief as you dig deep into your fuzzy coat. For a brief moment, you’re free of all the worries and anxieties that have popped up endlessly throughout the day. The conversations you’d had with both Mike and Lily today needed to happen, but that didn’t stop them from being so mentally exhausting. You close your eyes and sigh as the warm stream of water continues melting your problems away. You don’t want the relaxing moment to end, but soon enough you’ve finished washing everything out of your fur, feeling it spotless, and you reach out to turn the water off, finding no excuse to stay even a second longer. A quick toweling off later and your now damp coat is no longer dripping onto the bathmat beneath you. While it certainly wasn’t the optimal way to finish drying, you opt to use a hairdryer to get the remaining water out. It takes a bit longer, but it sure beats trying to get the ancient full-sized body dryer working.
Once you’ve fully dried yourself, you quickly dart into the bedroom to get dressed, the cool air quickly eroding any semblance of warmth the drier had granted you. You quickly rummage through your dresser for something to wear, ultimately deciding on a combo consisting of shorts and a loose-fitting t-shirt. After getting dressed, you sprint back into the living room to grab your phone before retiring into the bedroom for the rest of the night. You dive into the covers, cocooning yourself under the thick sheets before settling in to absentmindedly scroll through your phone, waiting for that tired feeling to creep up on you. You’re quickly shaken from your momentary feelings of relaxation by the thought that you hadn’t come up with a way to commit to talking with Mike. Another glance back at your phone makes a thought pop into your head. It makes you feel stupid for not having considered it an option earlier, and you feel even dumber when you feel anxiety at the prospect of actually going through with it. Calling him and telling him you wanted to talk over lunch tomorrow was about as blunt as you could get, but it would force you to actually talk to him about it if you showed up.
You can barely bring yourself to open the calling app, your finger hovering over the screen for a few seconds before you finally tap down. You tap on the first contact on your list, taking a deep breath before you finally tap the button to call. It rings for what feels like ages, and multiple times you consider just hanging up, chalking it up to a mistake in dialing if he were to call back. The butterflies that had been lying dormant for the last couple of hours begin to flutter once again when you finally hear the dial tone stop. Your heart skips a bit when you hear the sound of ruffling sheets along with his muffled voice, praying you hadn’t woken him up.
“Mmmh… Ruby?” he asks, his voice unmistakably a tired one. “What’s up?”
You clam up at the question, and you feel the urge to just hang up the phone. The part of you that feels bad for waking him up pushes you to try to say something, but the words get lodged in your throat.
“Sorry if I... woke you up mate, I just wanted to ask something important,” you say, and you can hear him sit up in bed once the words leave your mouth.
“Don’t worry about it, I wasn’t asleep yet, just getting settled in,” he says, and you can hear him clear his throat. “What’s up?”
“I just… wanted to ask if we could talk more about… you know- uh, what happened yesterday,” you say, swallowing hard once you finally force the words out of yourself. “Maybe after or over lunch if that’s alright with you.”
“Yeah, yeah, of course. You really want to talk about it?” he asks, and even though you can’t physically see him you can feel an eagerness in his tone. “And yeah, over lunch is fine with me if you think there’s enough time.”
“I think… it’d be for the best if we talked it out some more, yeah,” you say, the worries in your mind only intensifying at the prospect of having said chat. “And if it’s not too much to ask could you uh, remind me that I said this tomorrow?”
Every second that goes by without a response from him is nerve-wracking. You feel like a wreck for letting yourself get so worked up over something as simple as a friendship. So much so that when he finally speaks again after thinking things over, you feel pathetic for having let it get to you so much.
“Sounds good to me,” he says, that eager tone still present in his voice. “And yeah sure, I can do that for you.”
“Thanks, Mike,” you say, smiling even though he can’t see it. “You have a good night, sorry again for calling this late.”
“No worries. Sleep well, Ruby,” he says, and you swear you feel your heart skip a beat from something as simple as a goodnight from him.
“You too,” you say, hanging up the phone before letting out a long, drawn-out sigh of relief.
Your relief quickly turns to deep-seated dread as you realize just what you threw yourself into. A part of you may be happy to push yourself into talking with him, but that doesn't make your nerves feel any less frayed. You quickly set an alarm for tomorrow before setting your phone down on the nightstand, the butterflies in your stomach slowly simmering down as you get comfortable beneath the heavy sheets. No matter how many times you try to close your eyes to drift off to sleep, you can’t seem to manage it. You continue to toss and turn, some part of you hoping the slight exertion is enough to help you drift off. Taking a series of deep breaths seems to help, feeling yourself relax into the soft mattress below you. You pull the sheets tighter to yourself, feeling the warmth of tiredness wash over you as you rest on your side. Before you finally give in, you silently pray things will go well tomorrow. If not just for the sake of making your friendship with him less of an awkward mess.
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You aren’t one to get anxious over most things, no matter how stressful or nerve-wracking they might be, but this wait is an exception. Business is slow as usual, the freezing weather certainly not helping push any customers through the door. You take occasional glances down at your phone, sitting just off to your side atop the counter. Waiting for a message from her to come through was agonizing in combination with the fact that it felt like time was moving ten times slower than normal. You couldn’t even pass by the time by shooting the shit with Kevin since he was busy talking to Kelly about something in the back. Another glance at your phone tells you it’s nearing one in the afternoon, and you’re wondering if she forgot about her promise entirely. Though, given her tone when she asked you to remind her, it’s also possible she got cold feet about even meeting up in the first place. Hell, you’d be more than understanding if she did, though it’d be nice to at least hear that from her so you wouldn’t be stuck waiting patiently on something that wasn’t going to happen in the first place. To take your mind off things, you grab your phone and start browsing the internet, trying to put together an estimate on how much a couple of replacement parts for your treasured junker would cost. Any reasonable person would have replaced the car with an entirely different one by now, but you were determined to get it working better than it did off the assembly line. It was stupid and if your dad knew about your plans he’d knock some sense into you, especially since he’d pretty much told you it was supposed to be a stepping stone of a car when he first gave it to you. You’re halfway through tallying up part totals on the calculator when a text notification comes through, the vibration briefly catching you off guard. All the message said is that she’d be off work in twenty minutes if you wanted to start swinging by soon. In an instant, your slight worries melt away, only to be replaced by another worry that your chat would last much longer than your allotted lunch break. Worst comes to worst, you could always just take one of your days off or say your lunch didn’t sit right to get off work early. It wasn’t right, but you figured you deserved a little leeway for all the extra hours of overtime you’d taken on over the years. You figured you might as well get a move on early since getting across town during the lunch rush would take a little bit, bending down to grab your bag from underneath the counter. Out of courtesy, you beeline for the back office, giving a quick set of knocks to the door.
“Come in,” you hear come from behind the door, and you open it only to be greeted by Kevin and Kelly still chatting.
“Just wanted to let you know I’m going to take my break now, didn’t want to just leave the counter unmanned,” you say, glancing down at your watch as you speak.
“Should be fine, I’m almost done talking with him,” Kelly says, giving a slight smile as she turns to speak to Kevin again.
“Cool, I’ll be back in about an hour,” you say, quickly turning to leave, shutting the door behind you.
With that out of the way, you beeline for the parking lot and quickly hop into your car, tossing your bag into the backseat. After putting on some suitable driving music you head off, not wanting to waste the precious minutes of your allotted lunch break, especially given the importance of the conversation you were about to have with Ruby. Despite your offer to listen to what she had to say that fateful night, you weren’t expecting her to make an effort to talk about it again. Especially with how strongly she dodged talking about the issues initially, and especially the morning after. The last thing you wanted to do was push her away, so you avoided mentioning things until she felt ready to talk. You were expecting her to take weeks to even so much as bring it up again, and while it was a pleasant surprise that it’d only taken her a day to work up the guts to do it. That being said, you were still worried about the conversation only souring things between the two of you even more than her breakdown and subsequent outbursts had. The most you could do to ensure things went well was to just listen to what she had to say. All the questions you’d wanted to ask the previous night but refrained from out of fear of making things worse. You try not to think about it too much, doing your best to stay clear and level-headed as you continue to drive towards the school. A tiny part of you still has an inkling of curiosity about what exactly she does there, and you promise yourself you’ll ask before your more serious talk. A few minutes quickly pass and soon enough you find yourself pulling into the school’s parking lot. A glance at the dashboard clock tells you made it with just enough time to spare.
Once you actually get out of the car you quickly realize just how busy the school is, the car pickup line nearly going off the property. You’re thankful you don’t have to wait in said line since you’re just swinging by to pick her up. You scan your surroundings to see if you can spot her but have no luck doing so. The only thing you can see is a couple of teachers heading towards the parking lot, along with a few kids presumably walking home. You decide to pull out your phone and check if she’d sent any messages, maybe she was running late or something. You’d somehow missed a text from her while you were driving, where she’d asked if you were here yet. Once you tap out a response you continue to scan your surroundings, but once again see nothing but teachers and students. One of said teachers seems oddly familiar though, namely how low to the ground she is. But there’s no way that’s Ruby, is there? You focus your eyes onto that small shape on the horizon and it slowly dawns on you. That  is  Ruby, no doubt in your mind about it, wearing a getup you'd never think she would wear. The first thing you spot is her trademark brown hair done up into a bun, which despite never having seen her hair in that style, you find incredibly cute. As the rest of her comes to focus you can see the rest of her getup, sporting a gray knit sweater along with a long black skirt that goes below her knees. It’s a complete and utter contrast to the Ruby you’re used to seeing, and you try to wipe the look of surprise off your face when she finally spots you. She quickly closes the distance across the parking lot, nearly speed walking in your direction with the pace she’s going at. If you didn’t know any better, you’d risk saying she looked almost embarrassed. It’s something that’s not at all helped by the pace she’s walking at, her awkward yet quick movements still endearing to you. Try as you might, you can’t manage to wipe the slight grin on your face by the time she finally reaches you. She seems averse to meeting your gaze, seemingly trying to hide as much of herself as she can behind your car.
“Sorry I’m a bit late, hopefully I didn’t keep you waiting too long,” you finally hear her mutter, the kangaroo still seemingly unable to look you in the eyes for more than a second.
“Nah, you’re good,” you say, trying your hardest not to chuckle at how cute the teaching attire looks on her. “I only got here a couple minutes ago anyways.”
“Alright, good,” she says, fidgety and seemingly eager to get into the car. “I’ll plug in where we’re going on the GPS real quick.”
You quickly stroll over to her side of the car, opening the car door for her before standing over to the side. While you’re not sure of it, you swear you can spot the barest hint of a blush forming beneath her furred cheeks. The way she gets into the car is almost graceful and you quickly find yourself wondering if you’re staring. She carefully makes sure her skirt isn’t being lifted before settling into the seat, looking to you with a small, appreciative smile as you shut the car door. You quickly hop into the driver’s side, eager to get going as the minutes you have for your break slowly dwindle. Even as you slowly start to pull out of the parking lot, you can’t help but keep stealing short glances at the kangaroo next to you. Once you’re safely out of the school’s lot, you ask the question that had been on your mind for the last five minutes.
“So… are you a teacher?” you ask, still having to suppress chuckling from the mental image of Ruby teaching a bunch of elementary students.
“Yeah, I uh-” she says, opting to look towards the passenger side window rather than take the risk of meeting your gaze. “Teach Kindergarten, actually.”
Once you come to a full stop at a traffic light, you look to your side only to find her covering the side of her face you could see with a furred hand. You’re sure it has something to do with the blush you saw on her cheeks earlier, likely feeling embarrassed about being seen by you in her work clothes. It only emboldens you to say something that might make her feel more at ease, though you’re careful to not come on too strongly given how shaky things are between the two of you in the romance department.
“That’s honestly really cool,” you say, a warm smile tugging at the corners of your mouth. “How long have you been teaching for?”
She takes the hand off her face before turning to you, and she eyes you as if to make sure you’re not making a joke at her expense. “Going on three years now, though it would probably be more if I could’ve found a job sooner. You’d be surprised how hard it is to find a permanent teaching position in some places.”
“You like it? Teaching kids, I mean,” you say, occasionally looking away to glance at the traffic light. “I always hear stuff about it being stressful, especially with younger kids.”
“You’d be surprised, actually. Most of the kids in my class are total saints, though they get a little rowdy now and then, but that’s pretty normal,” she smiles, and you can’t help but smile wider as she warms up to the idea of telling you about her job. “Honestly the most stressful part of the job is dealing with parents sometimes and collecting paperwork for stuff like field trips from parents. Other than that, it’s one of the best jobs I could ask for, even if the pay isn’t all that great.”
“I never would’ve guessed you were an elementary school teacher honestly,” you chuckle, now comfortable with doing so as she’s loosened up. “I had you figured for a P.E teacher or someone working in the office. Uniform suits you though. You should really wear your hair like that more often, I like how it looks.”
“Anyone ever tell you how much of a sappy smooth talker you are, Mike?” she asks, the compliment clearly having the intended effect as she looks away once more.
“Besides you?” you laugh before putting your eyes on the road again, the light finally turning green. “Don’t think I’ve ever had the pleasure of being told that, no. Where are we going, anyway?”
“I told you yesterday, mate, it’s a secret,” she says. “I promise you’ll like it though. If you don’t then I’ll pay for lunch next time too.”
You’re not entirely sure why, but it was oddly relieving to hear her talk about doing things in the future. You’d been fairly sure that your friendship would be strained and awkward after all the things that’d been said that night. It only fed into your hopes that whatever she wanted to discuss with you would go well, some part of you hoping she’d open up about the things she’d left unsaid. You find your train of thought interrupted by the synthetic voice coming from the GPS, telling you you’re approaching your destination. As you pull into the lot, you begin to ask yourself if you made a mistake, not spotting any place resembling a restaurant.
“Hey, Ruby,” you say, and she glances at you, a hint of confusion dotted on her features. “You sure this is the right place?”
“Yeah, just park over there,” she says, and you glance to the side to see where she’s pointing towards. “This place is kind of a hole in the wall, but the food is really damn good, trust me.”
“You haven’t been wrong about places to eat just yet, so I’ll take your word for it,” you say as you pull into a nearby parking spot. “I come by here all the time coming home from work. Never would’ve guessed there was somewhere good to eat around here.”
You both hop out of the car, and you quickly run a hand through your hair before redirecting your attention to Ruby. “So, where to, Columbus?”
She rolls her eyes at your sense of humor, though the slight smile starting to tug at the corners of her mouth betrays her mock annoyance. “Just around the corner.”
The two of you walk side by side for a while, and even still you’re not entirely sure where you’re going. As you finally start to approach the corner though, a pleasant aroma starts hitting you. A combination of scents wafts over your nose, the unmistakable aroma of coffee, the heady smell of freshly baked pastries, and the mouth-watering hints of greasy bacon and fried eggs. If you hadn’t trusted her judgment before, the smells would have certainly been enough to change your mind on the matter. Once you finally turn the corner, the hole-in-the-wall restaurant finally comes into view, the sign above the locale reading: ‘La Torre Cafe’. You figure it’s Spanish of some sort, doing your best to decipher the sign with your very limited knowledge of the language. Not having any such luck, you instead decide to follow Ruby inside. The decor of the restaurant is very homely, a long, square-shaped counter taking up most of the space inside, tall stools dotted along its length. You were expecting somewhere more run down seeing as some of the surrounding locals looked to be less than cared for, but the place is downright spotless, something your inner neat freak both respects and appreciates, perhaps a bit too much. Not having eaten breakfast, the smells and sight of the food cooking on the grills were nothing short of mouthwatering. You’re surprised they’re still serving breakfast this late in the afternoon, though you suppose this place is only open for breakfast and lunch given the menu choices. Seemingly having gotten lost in your own thoughts, you realize Ruby is already ordering at the counter. You quickly follow suit and walk up to her, the kangaroo seemingly striking up a conversation with one of the employees.
Ruby briefly turns to face you once the lady asks what she’ll be having. “So, Mike, how do you feel about Cuban sandwiches?”
“Uh, I mean… I haven’t had one in a hot minute but they’re pretty good, why?” you ask, confused as to why she’d be going for that as opposed to any number of things that smell and look great on the menu.
“Trust me, you haven’t had one until you’ve had it here,” she says, pointing at a picture of one on the menu so you can see it. “Besides, we can probably take ours to go, eat it at the park or something.”
It's obvious enough to you that she has no intention of eating at the restaurant, and whatever her plan might be, you suspect it's ultimately for the best. You decide to play along with it anyway, you could always come back another time if you wanted to try the other stuff on the menu.
“Sounds good to me,” you say, nodding as you do.
“Alright,” she says, turning her attention back to the lady clad in white. “Dos sandwiches cubanos con todo y dos cafes con leches para llevar, por favor.”
You’re taken aback by how decent her grasp on Spanish seems to be, at least compared to the small amount you know. She takes a seat on one of the stools as the two of you wait for your food to be prepared, and you quickly follow suit. While you want to ask about the talk she mentioned yesterday, you figure doing it out of the blue is a poor idea, and you settle for just chatting instead.
“I didn’t know you knew Spanish,” you say, the sudden display of skill from her still leaving you a bit jarred. “You take a class in college or something?”
“I did, actually. Was one of those forced electives but I figured it’d help me a little bit with the whole teaching thing,” she says, rubbing at the back of her neck as she speaks. “But the reason I know how to say this stuff is the coworker that introduced me to this place is Hispanic. Comes here all the time and she asked me to tag along for lunch one day.”
“I actually think knowing another language is pretty cool, I know a little Spanish, but not too much,” you say, hoping it makes her feel a bit more at ease about things. “Mostly because I had to take a class back in high school. Never really bothered learning it past that point.”
“I almost want to hear you speak it now,” she says, slightly chuckling to herself as a smile begins to form. “I bet you’ve got the worst accent.”
“I might be rusty, but I can guarantee you it’s not as bad as you think,” you chuckle, her laughter seemingly contagious. “On another note, do you still want to talk? Yesterday you asked me to remind you whenever we met up for lunch, so I figured I’d ask now.”
Her smile fades slightly at the question, but you feel relief at the fact that it doesn’t turn into a frown or disappear entirely. It only affirms the assumption you had about her wanting to talk about what happened two nights ago. You assume it’s still a sore spot for her judging from how her tail and ears start to erratically twitch and move, not aided by the fact that she suddenly seems unable to meet your gaze. You’re not sure whether to continue pressing the issue or just drop it entirely, but that’s decided for you when she starts to speak again.
“I do,” she says matter of factly before taking a deep breath. “That’s part of the reason I ordered our things to go. Figured it might be for the best if we talk about it somewhere quieter.”
“Alright, great,” you say, doing your best to keep things light. “You had anywhere specific in mind?”
“There’s a couple benches we always run past when we jog,” she says, occasionally meeting your gaze between glances towards the grills. “If you have a better place in mind though, I’m down for whatever.
“Park works for me, though are you going to be alright without a coat? It’s kind of freezing outside,” you say, looking at the frost starting to coat the establishment’s windows.
“I’ll be fine, don’t be a worrywart, Mike,” she says, running a hand over the tuft of fur peeking from her thick sweater. “If this sweater doesn’t keep me warm, the winter coat that’s coming in will.”
“Wait, that’s a thing?” you ask, unsure if you misheard what she was saying. “I always assumed that was some kind of anthro joke or something.”
“Believe me, it’s very much a real thing,” she chuckles, looking to you with surprise in her eyes. “Makes it a real pain to shop for clothes knowing things will fit a bit tighter in the winter. Don’t even get me started on all the shedding later on, because it’s a pain to keep the house clean.”
“I’ll… take your word for it,” you laugh, and you spot the worker lady coming back to you out of the corner of your eye. “Looks like that’s for us.”
She hands off the wrapped sandwiches to Ruby before setting the two paper cups of coffee on the counter. “If you guys need sugar or more creamer, it’s on the little counter by the door.”
“Thanks,” you say, picking up the two cups of coffee as Ruby clumsily tries to fish her wallet from her pouch with one hand.
She promptly pays the total and gets her change before the two of you make your way outside and back towards the car. The temptation to just eat them is strong, but you aren’t exactly going to complain about a free lunch. The fact she wants to talk about some of the things she'd hinted at that night both worries and excites you immensely, and while you aren't quite sure exactly what she wants to talk about, you have a pretty good idea based on some of the things she said. The park isn’t too far a drive from the restaurant, and the ride there is pretty uneventful as the two of you focus on the road and passing scenery respectively. Once there, you quickly find a suitable place to park and set off, taking sips of the sweet, warm coffee, thankful you chose to wear a thick coat on such a glacial day. You’re surprised she’s alright in the thin knit sweater she’s wearing, though with what little you’ve felt of her fur, you believe her when you say her winter coat is enough. You decide to slow your pace as you walk alongside her, letting her dictate the pace and direction as your eyes catch a small picnic bench in the distance, likely the spot she mentioned earlier. Your stomach grumbles a bit when you catch another whiff of the sandwiches from a distance, and you’re eager to finally sit down and dig in. Despite the chilly weather, the frost-covered leaves and blades of grass are oddly mesmerizing to look at, your fascinated eyes slowly grounded by the sad realization you are very much on a lunch break, and not off work quite yet. If it came down to it, you'd shoot Kevin or Kelly a text and cash in one of the many favors they owe you, especially considering how much this talk means to you, and by extension, to Ruby. A lot of things were riding on this going well, and you weren’t about to let work get in the way of that by any means. As lost in your thoughts as you are, you almost don't notice the bench you're rapidly approaching, coming to an abrupt stop that nearly makes you drop both coffee cups. Once you get your bearings together, you clear as much of the snow as you can off the bench before taking a seat. Not wanting to be impolite and have your hunger distract you from the important conversation ahead, you decide to ask something.
“Ruby, you mind if we eat before…” you trail off, waiting for her to sit down before continuing. “You know… we talk?”
“Yeah, of course,” she says, reaching for her cup of coffee as she sits beside you at the picnic table. “I’m starving too, believe me. Didn’t get a chance to grab anything for breakfast this morning.”
“We should start a club of some kind,” you chuckle as you reach into the bag for your sandwich, unwrapping it and taking a bite before you continue. “What’d be the opposite of the breakfast club you think?”
“The… starving gang?” she asks herself before also taking a bite of her sandwich. “No, no, wait, I’ve got it… the… fasting collective!”
“The fasting collective?” you chuckle, the grin on your face widening as you struggle to hold back laughter. “Sounds like some kind of 90’s boy band or rap group.”
“You saying you don’t like 90’s music, Mike?” she says, smiling as she leans over to playfully nudge you in the side. “Don’t tell me I made a mistake when I judged you to have good taste in music.”
“Hey now, don’t go putting words in my mouth,” you say before taking another two bites of your sandwich. “Just because I don’t play it in my car all the time doesn’t mean I don’t like that kind of music. Also, holy shit, you weren’t wrong about these being good.”
“When have I ever been wrong before?” she says, a slight smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. “Can’t say it’s the healthiest breakfast in the world, but it doesn’t hurt every now and then.”
While you’re not one to shy away from small talk you decide to try and steer the conversation towards a topic that had piqued your curiosity from the moment you’d picked her up from her job.
“Yeah, guess you’re right,” you say, setting your sandwich down as you take a moment to take in the scenery around you. “Speaking of, how was work? Had to deal with any little terrors yet?”
“Nah, they’re all sweethearts,” she says, her smile only growing wider as she talks about her job. “Most I’ve had to deal with was one of the kids getting picked on at recess, a little bunny girl. Her sister started a small push-fight to try and stand up for her, but thankfully I noticed before anything actually happened.”
“Glad nothing bad happened. You have to talk with the parents of the kid picking on the girl?” you ask, the thought of the little bun girl getting picked on concerning you. “Or is that only for when things escalate more?”
“Usually they have us talk to both sets of parents, mandatory reporting for that kind of thing is more common than you’d think,” she says, stopping to take a quick sip of her coffee. “If it keeps happening then it’s usually on the principal to bring the parents in to talk in person.”
“That’s good to hear,” you say, as you polish off the first half of the delicious sandwich. “Wish they’d cracked down on that stuff at the schools I went to. Nobody except a few teachers rarely gave a damn if kids were being bullied.”
For a moment, you see what you swear is her ear twitching, her smile faltering for a moment; though you chalk it up to her being invested in the safety of the kids she’s left in charge of. While you’d never have expected her to be anything even remotely close to a kindergarten teacher, she seems to have a real passion and care for her job despite her limited experience. It’s a quality you honestly wish you had, not having all that much passion for anything but your car over the last couple of years. The two of you continue eating in relative silence for a while, Ruby finally speaking up again when she’s seemingly finished eating.
“I do my best to stamp out that kind of thing whenever I see it,” she says, her tone a bit more serious than you’re used to hearing from her. “If I don't do anything about it then they're more likely to keep doing it as they get older.”
“Suppose that’s true enough…” you say, thinking over your words carefully. “Just hope the teachers don’t get onto kids for next to nothing though. Kids are kids sometimes, after all.”
“Hm,” she grunts in response. “I don’t try to put a stop to things unless I know it’s going to become a continual problem. I’m not going to make a big deal out of something that’s normal for a kid to do or anything, you know?”
“Nah, I didn’t mean it like that,” you say, as if to defend yourself. “I trust your judgment on it, honestly. I imagine it’s not easy dealing with a classroom full of kids, especially at that age.”
Things remain relatively silent for a few moments, the relative calm only broken by the sounds of the two of you eating and drinking. Despite your near ravenous hunger, you’ve only gotten about halfway through the massive sandwich, and by the looks of things, Ruby seems to be keeping pace with you in that regard. After taking a sip from her coffee, she wipes down her mouth with one of the napkins.
“...I know you said you wanted to eat first, but… Shit, I think I can hardly trust my judgment on well… anything.”
“I didn’t mean to say you’re not a good teacher, I just-” you say, though she starts to speak again.
“Nah, nah, don’t worry mate, I get you. I just…” she says, taking a long pause before letting out a prolonged exhale. “...I don’t know, I wanted to ask if you’d let whatever happened that night just be water under the bridge, but I know that kind of thing isn’t something that’s just supposed to be easily forgotten and forgiven, you know?”
Another long pause threatens to bring the mood crashing down once more, the only audible sound being that of the wind rustling leaves and the wrappers around your sandwiches.
“You, uh, don’t have to stop eatin’,” she says, another telltale twitch of her ears hinting to you that the conversation ahead might be a sore spot of discussion. “Just didn’t want to… you know, not say it and then forget how to say it later.”
You quickly wrap the sandwich and set it down on the picnic table, deciding hashing this out is way more important than some food getting cold. Before you say anything, you decide to shift yourself slightly to the side on the wooden bench to better face her.
“Look, I better than anyone know that you can’t really just expect anyone to let things slide even when they say it’s not a problem,” you start, tapping into some of your previous experiences as you continue to speak. “But, I really do mean it when I say I’m fine with letting things go. That doesn’t mean I don’t want to talk about it so I can better understand why it happened, though.”
“Believe me, I’m beyond grateful that you decided to stay that night and that you’re still friends with me, but… why?” she asks, seemingly struggling to meet your gaze as she awaits a response.
You’re not entirely sure what to say to her, especially not with that anxious expression staring back at you. It reminds you of what you’d seen on her face that fateful night and some part of you hopes this conversation won’t go down in flames.
“Because you’ve been a good friend to me and…” you say, being extremely careful with how you word things here. “I’m not going to let one drunken mistake that anyone could’ve made ruin a good friendship.”
You decide to add onto your statement in the hopes of lightening up the tense mood building. “Not just going to meet up with you for free grub and then flake because of what happened that night.”
You feel relief when the small smile you’d offered alongside your joke seems to lift her mood a bit, seeing the corner of her mouth briefly twitch and form what you think is the beginning of a smile. “I know I say it a lot, but that… really does mean a lot to me, Mike.”
The smile is gone as quickly as it’d appeared, and both her expression and demeanor take a sudden turn for the serious. “But at the same time… as much I appreciate you not dropping our friendship like a bunch of hot coals, I need to at least make sure nothing like this happens again.”
She looks like she wants to say more but can’t quite find the words, so you just look at her in contemplative silence, waiting for the right opportunity to say your piece on the whole situation. It’s not often you’ve seen her with such a serious expression dotting her features, so you figure whatever it is she wants to say is important to her, and presumably important in regards to your continued friendship.
“I really appreciate all the kind things you’ve said and continue to say about me even though I don’t deserve them, but I don’t want you to… coddle me like that anymore,” she says, her nose and ears twitching ever so slightly as she rushes through the words. “Hell, I still can’t believe we’re still friends considering everything that happened that night and… well, everything leading up to this point. I haven’t been a good friend to you, and if you’re going to give me a chance, I want to at least ask something from you moving forward.”
You’re not entirely sure what she has in mind, but given her hurried and shaky tone, you’re at least willing to hear out the proposal. Your first instinct is to reassure her that she hasn’t been nearly as bad as she thinks, but you quickly stop yourself when you think back to what she’d just told you about not wanting to be coddled, especially given it’s something she’s clearly conflicted about. The only thing you can think to say is a short affirmation to at least let her know you’ve been listening and understanding throughout. “Alright, name it.”
She briefly looks away, taking a deep breath presumably to steel her nerves, before turning back to speak again.
“Can we… kind of start over again? Maybe forget about me kissing you that night and some of the things I said regarding that?” she says, her hurried tone driving home the point that she has reservations even asking this of you. “I’m not saying you can’t hold me accountable for all the rotten stuff I said either, I just want the opportunity to be a better friend to you. And if I’m being shitty, I want you to call me on it, okay?”
You were expecting something entirely different when she said she wanted to ask something of you, truth be told. But it isn’t an entirely unreasonable ask coming from her given how many times she’d apologized to you over the last two days. It’s unexpected enough to leave you in a brief stunned silence, Ruby looking to you expectantly as she waits for your answer. You delay even further as the words to respond fail to come together at the forefront of your mind.
“Alright but… are you sure?” you say, the words tumbling from your mouth, a pang of regret welling up in your chest at what you think is a stupid response.
“I don’t think I’ve ever been more sure of anything in my life, Mike,” she says, weakly chuckling as she glances towards the ground. “I know you’re a good person and all, and I know you want to comfort people you consider friends, but I’d much rather be told when I’m out of line because I don’t ever want a repeat of the stuff that happened that night. Not with you, or any other good friend of mine. You guys deserve better than that.”
As much as you hate to admit it, even to yourself, she has a really good point. While you greatly appreciate your friendship and the things she’s done for you in the short time you’ve known each other, you know as well as she does that if you continue to brush things off and sugarcoat the truth because it’s her, that friendship won’t last very long. That’s not to say it’ll be easy to be honest with her, given how being honest with her went last time, but if she’s making an effort to be better, the least you can do is put that same effort back in towards being honest.
“Hey, if that’s what you want, I’ll respect your decision,” you say, carefully choosing your words as you continue. “Consider the slate wiped clean. And I promise that if something you do is bothering me, I’ll tell you.”
Your words of agreement seem to have a positive effect on the kangaroo next to you, and you can see the briefest hint of a smile on her face. She lets out a long breath she’d likely been holding in since the moment she asked the question. “Thanks, Mike… I’m sorry if it was weird to ask.”
At the risk of doing exactly the opposite of what she’d asked of you, you decide to hopefully reassure and boost her confidence a little. After all, it was the least you could do in return for the honesty she’d just exhibited in talking to you.
“Don’t worry about it,” you say, offering the warmest smile you can muster along with a slight wave of the hand. “I’ve had people ask worse things of me. Not that what you asked was weird, I just-”
She interrupts your frantic pace of speaking with a slight nudge of her elbow, and for the first time in what feels like ages, you hear laughter coming from her. “I get what you’re saying Mike, don’t worry about it.”
You nod at her response, not trusting your tongue to not tie itself at the moment. The two of you just continue to sit in silence, your gazes occasionally meeting as the two of you seemingly struggle to find the right words to keep the conversation flowing. You look to your side once more when you feel her nudging you again. She’s holding out the rest of the Cuban sandwich you’d neglected to finish, and you figure that’s the end of that conversation thread for the time being. You’re content with that fact, especially considering that you’re now keenly aware of how reluctant Ruby can be about opening up to others, you being no exception to that rule.
“Thanks, I was actually looking forward to finishing that,” you say as you grab the sandwich, quickly unwrapping it. “You sure know how to pick em’ when it comes to places to eat, you know that?”
“Ah, you’re just saying that,” she says, unwrapping her sandwich before taking a bite. “You’re not so bad yourself when it comes to that, you know.”
“Guess so,” you say, though you suddenly snap to alertness when you realize your break has been over for a while now. “Shit, I forgot I need to head back to work.”
She seemingly joins you in said panic, sitting upright from her leaning position against the park bench. “Sorry, I wasn’t trying to get you in trouble or-”
You interrupt her, quickly pulling out your phone in the process. “Nah, nah, don’t worry about it. I can get Kevin to cover for me until I get back. Just gotta send a text and… there.”
You weren’t quite expecting to cash in one of the favors he owed you so soon, but anything beats getting chewed out by Kelly. “I really do have to get going though, so… you want me to drop you off anywhere?”
“You can drop me off on the way back, or at least somewhat close,” she says, after giving it some thought. “Up to you though, I don’t mind walking home if you’re in a rush.”
“I can get you pretty close,” you say, getting up from the bench, Ruby following suit behind you. “We still on for a gym session later?”
Some part of you can’t help but be relieved when you hear her chuckle. “And here I was thinking you’d never ask. Sure, I’ll meet you there when you get off work.”
“Sounds like a plan,” you say as you finally reach your car. “Not as much fun working out without someone to talk to, you know?”
“If I didn’t know you as well as I do, I’d say that’s an excuse to have your own personal spotter,” she laughs as she gets into the front passenger seat. “Can’t say I disagree with you though, it’s a lot less boring when you can shoot the shit with someone.”
The rest of the ride is uneventful, and you drop her off as close as you can to her home before continuing the rest of the way back to your job. You’re a bit worried the entire way there, but you’re confident Kevin would do a decent job of giving excuses and telling white lies, should the need arise. Your conversation with Ruby had left you with a lot of things to think about, though thankfully none of them were negative. It was going to be difficult to stop treating her with kid gloves, but she’d been so earnest in approaching you about the fact. The least you could do for her is put the same effort back in, hoping it’d be enough to save your friendship. You figure taking things one step at a time instead of drowning yourself in worry is a good, healthy step in the right direction, and you opt to think about other things until you have time at home to mull it over. For now, you have more important things to focus on, like the fact that the clock in your car tells you that you’re already a whole ten minutes late to work. Staying just under the speed limit, you quickly find yourself pulling back into the near-empty parking lot. Just as you’re about to reach into the backseat for your duffel bag, a familiar sound rings out from your phone.
You quickly reach for it, tapping the notification that takes you to a text from Ruby that reads: ‘Totally slipped my mind to ask but… my birthday is a week from now if you want to hang out that day or something.’
You smile before bringing the phone closer, quickly tapping out a response. ‘Really? Mine’s a couple days after yours, actually. I’d love to come.’
You quickly get a response back from her in the form of, ‘Seriously? I know it sounds weird but… do you maybe want to celebrate yours on the same day?’
You mull her question over for a moment, deciding to take her up on the offer after realizing you don’t really have any plans of your own that day. ‘Sure, why not. Don’t think I’ll be working that day, but I’ll double-check my schedule with Kelly just in case.’
Your phone vibrates in your palm once more, ‘Great! Hopefully, you don’t mind it being a small sort of get-together, never was a big party kind of person.’
‘Not at all,’ you quickly respond, before reaching back for the duffel, slinging it over your shoulder as you exit the car. ‘Who else is coming?’
‘Probably just going to be me, you and Lily, honestly,’ the reply says, and you quickly reply with a thumbs up as you walk back into work, silently praying Kelly wouldn’t be there to reprimand you.
You arrive at work and considering the fact that you’re not getting yelled at the moment you walk through the door, you figure Kevin did a good enough job keeping her distracted. The rest of the workday goes off without a hitch and you find yourself thinking about the joint birthday Ruby had proposed. Despite this rough patch suddenly arising in your friendship, you decided it'd be rude to show up empty-handed. Besides, you figure it’d probably go a long way to offer something to signify your friendship with her is headed in a positive direction. Of course, that was assuming the two of you would stick to your promises, something that you couldn’t take for granted just yet. At least you still have plenty of time to take your future interactions into consideration before you go through the lengths of buying a gift.

  *****

‘How hard could baking a cake possibly be?’ you mockingly think to yourself, your apron and most of the counter coated in a fine layer of powdered sugar and all-purpose flour.
You'd taken it upon yourself to bake a cake for your own birthday for some godforsaken reason, even though Lily wasn't even going to be able to make it, her workplace not wanting to give her a day off. So here you were, stuck in your kitchen baking a cake the day of despite not having baked in years, out of a desire to do something nice for the one person that's even showing up to your birthday. When it finally sinks in how profoundly depressing that is, the thought of giving up entirely crosses your mind, but you decide to press onward and give your best effort to get this cake made before Mike gets here in less than an hour. The fact that your kitchen counter is so elevated compared to your height doesn’t help matters any as even the stepstool you normally use doesn’t make it any easier to use the oversized stand mixer your parents had gotten you as part of a graduation gift. You add a little more flour and sugar to make up for the amount that had been blown everywhere the first time you turned the mixer on, making sure to add slightly more of the wet ingredients so as to not cause a second spill. You flinch as you turn the mixer on again, breathing out a sigh of relief when you realize you’re not being covered in another fine coat of white powder. Quickly standing on your tiptoes to ensure everything in the mixing bowl is incorporated correctly, you’re once again relieved to find things are going just like in the recipe you’d watched recently. It was nothing special as far as cakes went since you were cheating with some store-bought mix, but you figured anything was better than half-assing it and buying one straight from the store. At least, you hoped that’s how he’d see it, the butterflies in your stomach acting up at the thought of him not liking the cake. Those butterflies only fed the slight worries and insecurities you’d fooled yourself into thinking was normal behavior over the years, and you worry about him masking his disappointment as to not cause yet another divide in your slightly shaky friendship. You quickly attempt to shake the irrational worries out of your mind, thinking back on the past two weeks and how things had changed for the better despite said change being born from that fateful day and your subsequent breakdown. Wanting those unpleasant memories washed away from your mind, you decide to focus on other things, turning off the mixer and separating it from the bowl, being careful to get a good grip on it as you tilt the mixture into the cake pan. You steal a glance at the clock on the wall and start to panic when you realize your grasp on the time you had left was much worse than you originally guesstimated. You grab the cake pan with a mitt and place it into the oven that had been preheating for the last half hour. As you’re in the middle of adjusting the temperature for the baking process, you’re suddenly distracted by the sound of your phone vibrating against the granite countertop. You quickly sprint over and carefully tap the screen with a clean finger only to feel your stomach drop when you see the words displayed.
‘Be there in ten,’ the reply says, and you can feel your gut suddenly tying itself into knots when you realize you only have a short amount of time to get this place cleaned up and ready for his visit.
You quickly take the oven mitt and apron off, stashing them in some unseen corner of the kitchen to be dealt with later. After making sure the oven is closed, you decide to quickly spray down your counter with some cleaning solution, hoping you could pick away at most of the mess before Mike arrives. The last time he’d seen your house and kitchen in a state of disarray was already embarrassing enough, and you’d thankfully been cleaning all the days before to make sure everything was as spotless as could be.
When you’re finally starting to be satisfied with the state of your kitchen, you hear that dreaded series of knocks on your door which cause your stomach to do another set of flips. You freeze up for a moment, but once you finally come to, you throw down the rag you’d been using to wipe down the counter. A set of hurried steps to the front door later, you yell out “One second!” before retreating to the bathroom to quickly clean up some of the flour that had gotten onto your blouse. You can’t help but worry about the way you look as you sit there in the mirror, slowly picking away at the slight blemishes contrasting against the black fabric. Maybe it had something to do with the fact that you wanted today to go off without a hitch, the last two weeks being among some of the best you’d shared throughout your friendship. Even more to do with the fact that a certain question had been burning a hole in the forefront of your mind for what seemed like forever, though you hadn’t managed to work up the courage to spit it out thus far.
‘I’m an idiot for wearing black clothes and trying to bake, aren’t I?’ you think to yourself before letting out a deep-seated sigh of disappointment.

  *****

You step back from the doorway after delivering a firm set of knocks, not wanting to scare the diminutive kangaroo inside. While you’d been doing your best not to stress too much about it, you unconsciously pat your jacket pocket to check if the gift you’d gotten her was still inside. But to quell the worries dancing about in your head, you pull the small jewelry box from the safety of your jacket to examine it for the 10th time today. Opening it only reveals the exact same thing you’d seen the last nine times, though it doesn’t make the sight of the beautiful ruby studded earrings any less impressive. It’d been a less than negligible expense, though you reasoned it made a perfectly fine birthday gift considering you’d spent much more on other friends in the past. That wasn’t to say the price point didn’t bother you in other ways though, namely the worry that it would be misinterpreted similarly to the time you took her out for a dinner date. You do your best to shove that thought to the back of your mind, irrational as it is. Your friendship had changed in subtle ways over the past two weeks, but even then, none of that was enough to quell the nervous feeling welling up within you. You’re not even sure what to think about the fact that she’s so easily able to make you feel like you’re a lovesick high schooler all over again. And while you're sure you share the same kind of feelings she'd shown you a few weeks ago, you also knew you wouldn't feel this way if there wasn't something there, something big enough to care about. It’s a fairly chilling thought in a strange way, despite the fact that you’ve come to the same realization before. You find yourself asking if you’d get a gift this nice for any of the women in your life, excluding your mother. While it’s a question you should very much figure out the answer to, the door creaking to an open derails your train of thought in an instant, and you scramble to jam the box of jewelry back into your pockets. You try to offer up the most friendly smile you can muster when she peers out from the doorway, slowly stepping out. Before you can even manage to say anything, she interjects with words of her own.
“Sorry if I kept you waiting too long, mate,” she says, offering a sheepish smile as she uses a hand to adjust her let down hair.
“Nah, nah, you’re good,” you say, lifting the grocery bag in one hand with ease as if to make a point. “Not like this is very heavy anyways.”
You’d only made a comment about her hair once, but you’re almost tempted to bring up how nice she looks with her hair let down as opposed to her trademark ponytail for once. You also notice that she’s wearing the amber pendant you’d gifted her a week ago, the sight only widening the warm smile on your face.
Once again, your mouth gets ten steps ahead of your brain and you blurt something out. “Y’look nice.”
You feel relief when you see the smile she’s wearing get wider at your dumb compliment. “Thanks, Mike. Glad you think so. You pick up all the stuff I mentioned?”
A glance away from her and down at the grocery bag in your hand gives you all the answers you need. “Should be everything you asked for right here. Brought the receipt and everything like you asked me to.”
“Might be a bit much for the two of us, honestly,” she laughs, though the way it falters is a dead giveaway that something’s up with her. “Just ah, remind me to give you the money for the stuff before you go, in case I forget.”
“Will do,” you say, following her inside as she opens the door further. “And wait, two of us? Wasn’t Lily going to join us too?”
“She was supposed to… but then work wanted her in because someone else didn’t show up for the shift,” she says, a hint of disappointment in her voice. “Said she might swing by later if she can get off work early, but I dunno if that’ll happen.”
“Well hey…” you say, setting the bag down on a stool before taking a seat yourself. “I’m sure she wanted to be here just as much as you want her to be here.”
“I know,” she says, briefly facing you before walking further into the kitchen. “Just blows since me and her had this planned out for a while and then… shit gets in the way, yeah?”
“How things are sometimes, I guess,” you say, struggling to think of a way to shift the topic into a more positive light.
You didn’t notice it when you walked in, but a distinctive smell of something sweet wafts into your nose, and you look up to see Ruby peering into the open oven, standing on digitigrade tiptoes.
“What smells so good?” you smile, unable to resist at the sight of her struggling to check the oven.
She looks over to you before hurriedly going back to standing normally. You’re not entirely sure if it’s out of embarrassment or something else, but it’s endearing nonetheless.
“Figured I’d bake a cake or something, hoping it turns out alright, I guess,” she nervously laughs, continuing to check on it all the while. “Hope chocolate’s alright with you.”
“Course it is,” you say as you settle into a comfortable position, resting your forearms on the counter as you take in your surroundings.
A quick look around the kitchen shows it in a much more organized state than you’d seen it a couple of weeks ago, baking-related messes excluded. You feel… relief at the fact that the rejection hadn’t lingered at the forefront of her mind of the last few weeks, oddly enough. You’re still not entirely sure how she affords an apartment of this caliber on a teacher’s salary, especially given the kitchen looks like something you’d find in a home improvement magazine, under an article titled. ‘Your dream kitchen is within reach!’
Maybe that was pushing it, but after spending so many years locked into a lease for a crappy apartment, having actual arm room to cook things seemed like a luxury. Your train of thought is quickly interrupted by the diminutive kangaroo taking a seat next to you.
“So, how long are we waiting on the cake, Betty Crocker?” you ask, cracking a small smile at your terrible joke.
“Shouldn’t be much longer, I’ll give it another ten before I take it out to rest,” she says, taking off the oven mitt covering her paw before laying it on the counter. “Sorry for making you go to the store on such short notice, I would’ve asked Lily but… well, you know.”
“Eh, don’t worry about it,” you say, shrugging your shoulders. “You got anything in mind after the whole cake eating thing or are you just winging it since the wrench was already thrown?”
“Could watch a movie or…” she says, looking over at the TV set and entertainment console. “You play any games?”
“Every now and then sure,” you say, cocking an eyebrow at the question. “Didn’t take you for the videogame playing type.”
“What can I say?” she chuckles weakly, avoiding your glance for a brief moment before she continues. “Had a lot of free time back in high school, I guess.”
“You and me both, honestly,” you say, brushing aside her faltering gaze. “What uh, did you have in mind though?”
“For the movie or the game?” she asks, her unsure gaze now replaced with a slight smile. “I’ve got a bunch of horror movies and thrillers I’ve been meaning to watch. For the game, I guess a fighting game would do if you’re alright with those.”
“You a big fan of horror?” you ask, sort of taken aback by the sudden development.
“Guess you could say that, my older sister used to sneak the movies and watch them with us,” she says, smiling fondly at presumably good memories. “I had a lot of nightmares after watching them, but I kind of grew into liking em’, I guess.”
“Would you believe me if I told you horror movies kind of freak me out?” you chuckle, gazing at the kangaroo to gauge her reaction. “Dunno why, just… never was my thing. Guess being an only child might have something to do with it.”
“Why do you say that?” she asks, raising an eyebrow at your poorly worded statement. “Never get a chance to watch em’ growing up?”
“God, you don’t know the half of it,” you laugh, thinking back a bit on your childhood. “Mom was always super strict with that kind of thing and my dad… well, he kind of went along with things to keep the peace, you know? One time he tried to sneak a scary movie with me, but the plan to keep it a secret from her kind of fell apart when I woke up in the middle of the night screaming.”
You can’t help but smile when you see hers widen into a grin, laughter spilling forth from her lips.
“How’d she… take it?” she says once she’s finally gotten her giggles back under control. “Sorry, sorry, I don’t know why that’s so funny to me. What movie was it, out of curiosity?”
“Chucky, the original one,” you shudder at the mere mention of the movie, the bad memories associated with it resurfacing. “Couldn’t sleep right that entire week, and dad never heard the end of that one. He took most of the blame though, didn’t see even a little bit of punishment because of it.”
“That’s good at-” she cuts off abruptly as she bounds off the kitchen stool, quickly sprinting for the oven. “Shit, almost forgot about the cake.”
You feel odd for staring at her as she extends her legs to their full length, the digitigrade legs bending in ways that would seem unnatural for most humans. It’s an odd thought, but there’s something oddly hypnotic about the motion, and you’re definitely not just saying that because you happen to be staring at the powerful thighs attached to said legs. You shake the impure thoughts out of your head, not wanting to taint what’s supposed to be a celebration amongst friends. That being said, you were kind of hoping Lily would be here to give you guys something more to talk about. Especially given the two of you were still treading rocky ground despite the steady patching up of your friendship. At least awkward silence is a staple of movie watching, which makes you feel a smidge of relief.
“The cake alright or am I going to have to make another run to the store?” you chuckle, your tone lighthearted.
She just glances at you and flashes a small smile before rolling her eyes at you. “Yeah, it’s all good. Another couple minutes and it might’ve been too late though.”
“Guess that’s the price you pay for having an interesting conversation,” you say, watching as she carefully pulls the tray out of the oven, expertly placing it down on the granite countertop to settle.
“Guess so,” she says, clearly focused on making sure the cake is up to par, even going so far as to poke a knife through it to test doneness. “You want to pick a movie out for us to watch while I ice this thing?”
“Yeah sure,” you reply, getting up from your comfortable position against the breakfast nook. “You got Netflix or…?”
“Psh, for the good, good horror movies you have to go way back,” she says, taking her attention off the cake for a moment to join you. “Come on, let me show you the collection.”
You follow her to the TV, under which is a cabinet. She pulls open the black stained glass doors to reveal a surprisingly tidy set of horror movies, each separated by type of media no less. VHS tapes in their covers lined alphabetically barring one empty case left on top of the DVD-VCR combo, DVDs and Blu-Rays each given their own area too, and an unzipped black CD binder on the bottom filled with what you could only assume are caseless movies or rips.
"Wow," you say, slowly taking in the massive stash in front of you. “That is… something.”
"Yeah, though that's not all I have,” she says, carefully grabbing one of the CD binders and opening it up. “Lots more I still haven't picked up from my parent's house; just been too lazy to nab 'em.”
"Christ, you sure it's enough?" you respond with a smirk, wanting to make sure she understands just how impressive the collection is.
"Yeah, yeah. I'm sure you got something just as bad as I do if not worse," she replies with her own playful snark. "Go ahead and pick a movie, I'll get you a plate. Y'want any drink?"
"Yeah, water's good." Ruby leaves you to browse her selection, allowing you to engross yourself in her little shrine.
For the most part, you're just looking at the names and the cover art of the horror movies. There are some names you recognize, either from your friends bringing them up or hearing about them online. You know about Halloween, the Exorcist, and The Shining; you just never watched them, but you at least get the gist of what happened in them. Some of these are just... bizarre. Zaat? The Fly? Isn't that an old black-and-white movie? Devil's Rejects?
"Hey, you... got any recommendations?" you ask, looking back at Ruby preparing to cut the first slice.
"Uhh... I guess that depends,” she says from the breakfast nook, briefly glancing at you. “You want something with comedy like... I dunno, Beetlejuice or Shaun of the Dead?"
"How about your top pick?" you ask, seriously overwhelmed by the number of choices you have.
You see her put the knife down as she tries to think. You can almost hear the gears grinding in her head as her lips form to make words while she looks up.
"Well…” she says, seemingly still lost in thought. “...The Thing, though that's a soft pick from me."
"A soft pick?" you ask, not entirely sure what she means. “What’s that?”
"Yeah, just, you know…” she says, struggling to find the words. “Something that’s not too obscure, but also the type of movie everyone can enjoy, y'know?"
"Alright, sounds good... uh…” you say, looking through the DVD cases for the movie. “Which one? You have three of them."
"Oh, right, fuck, uh…” she says, tapping a finger against her temple. “...the one with the guy on it."
"Okay... this one?" you ask, holding up one of the cases. You see her face scrunch up slightly in disgust.
"Ew, no. That's, uh... the bad one,” she says, grimacing at the sight of the cover art. “The other one, says John Carpenter on it."
"Why do you have a copy of a movie you don’t like?" you ask as you put it back and fetch the correct one.
"Just... for collection's sake, I guess," she responds as she approaches the couch with two plates in hand.
You open the DVD player and put the movie in, leaving Ruby to fiddle with the remote as you’re not entirely familiar with her setup. You take your seat on the couch and take your plate from the coffee table in front of you, carefully balancing it in your lap. The cake looks delicious, but you ultimately decide to hold off on taking your first bite until she joins you. After a few moments, she finally returns from the kitchen, handing you a glass of water. You accept it with a near whispered thanks as she sits beside you.
“Alright…well, happy birthday, Ruby,” you announce with the warmest smile you can muster, holding the cake up to your mouth before taking a bite.
“Thanks, Mike. Happy birthday to you too,” she says, smiling in return as she lifts the slice to her mouth.

  *****

You’ve made a horrible mistake.
It didn’t take long to figure out that the cake you’d baked wasn’t properly cooked, as was made extremely obvious by the sounds of bile splattering against porcelain. You can feel your stomach churn a bit at the sounds, though you’re not sure if that’s due to the cake you’d eaten or the mounting anxiety. Thankfully, you’d been fortunate enough to not have eaten the whole slice, let alone go for seconds like he did before the disaster began to rear its ugly head.
Of all the awful, shitty things that have happened to you on birthdays, this is pretty high up on that list. You find yourself hovering between the bathroom door and the hallway leading to the kitchen, just in case you also find yourself needing to vomit. After several tense, nerve-wracking moments, the coughing and sputtering from the other side of the door begin to die down, silence taking its place. You approach with hesitation, your free hand slowly clenching out of apprehension as you use the other to tap against the door.
“Mike? Are you okay?” you ask, slowly moving to open the door in case he needs some help getting up.
You hear him loudly spit into the toilet before groaning out, something that causes your gut to do another set of flips.
“Y-yeah, I…” he groans again, hearing him take a deep breath through the slightly ajar door. “...I’m alright, Ruby.”
Before you can even find the words for another apology, you hear the toilet flush as well as the sound of him getting back on his feet. The door starts to open and you quickly pull your hand away from the handle. As he steps out from the bathroom, you can see that he still looks violently ill, even with most of the tainted cake now purged from his system.
“Mike, I’m so, so s-sorry-” you start, barely able to control your shaky tone.
“It’s… It’s fine,” he says, though the stumble in his step when he first starts moving betrays his words. “Just need… need to lay down a while.”
“Here, c’mon,” you respond, gently grabbing him around his lower back and slowly steering him towards your bedroom.
The thought of him potentially puking on your bed sheets or floor briefly comes to mind, but you’re more than fine risking busting out the absorbing powder or at worst, having to do a load of laundry. Even then, with the waste bin next to your bed, it’s unlikely you’ll have to do either. As he slowly climbs into your bed, you pull out the plastic trash can for him and make sure he’s fully settled in before you quietly leave for the kitchen. You fetch the cup he was drinking from before the incident and fill it up with some cool water.
So many thoughts cross your mind, though thankfully too many for you to focus on any specific, guilt-inducing thought. Right now you just want to get him something to drink and make sure he recovers. You pick up the pace and quickly return with a full glass, carefully setting it down on the nightstand.
“Here, drink this,” you say, helping him sit upright against a pillow. “You want me to get you some mouthwash or something?”
He eagerly accepts it and takes a long sip, finishing with a smack of his tongue.
“Blegh… at least the chocolate kind of overpowers the taste of puke,” he says, a dry laugh accompanying his words. “And nah, it’s fine, don’t worry about it.”
You want to immediately apologize for ruining the joint birthday celebration, to go into length about how you don't know what went wrong with the cake, how you're so sorry for ruining his day; you want to ask how you could even begin to make it up to him, if he would even let you drive him home and…
Everything and anything else. You want to say everything, to let the words spill out from your lips, but you don't even know where to start, much less stop, leaving you standing next to him, tight-lipped and silent, like a stunned deer caught in headlights. Unable to speak, you instead decide to take a seat on the edge of the bed next to him, watching over him as countless thoughts continue to swim through your head.
“You alright, Ruby?” he says, and you’re momentarily shaken from your trance.
“Hmm?” you say, turning your body slightly to face him. “Yeah… yeah, I’m fine, don’t worry. How are you feeling?”
“Still…” he says, making a noise that you can only compare to a mix of a burp and hiccup. “...a little nauseous, but I think I’ll live.”
“Here,” you say, scooting in closer and reaching a hand in behind him. “Just lay down for a little while.”
“Wait,” he says, and you stop your gentle nudging out of a worry he’s about to puke again. “Probably not the best time for this, but… fuck it. Might help turn this day around a little bit.”
You’re confused as to what he’s talking about, cocking your head slightly as you watch him reach into his pockets.
“Here. I was planning on giving it to you earlier, but when you said there’d be cake, I figured I’d wait until after,” he says, offering his closed hand before opening it to reveal a small jewelry box.
You carefully accept the box from his outstretched hand, admiring it until you take his silent nodding as approval to open it. What you find inside are two beautiful earrings, tiny, brilliant rubies inset into polished gold. The weight in your stomach starts to fade as you stare at the flawless red gems, your heart racing at all the possibilities and implications swimming through your mind right now. Elation and confusion blend into a paralyzing mix that leaves you wondering if you should first thank him for the kind gift or ask out of sheer bewilderment why he went so above and beyond for your birthday present.
“I…” you sputter, unable to find the words to express your thoughts clearly. “...don’t…”
The gift feels like something you’d give to a wife or girlfriend, but you’re very much neither of those things. You’re once again left thinking fleeting thoughts about the possibility of a relationship with him, though you’re quickly reminded of his thoughts on the matter last time he was here, Mike having made it abundantly clear he wasn’t ready for a relationship so soon after his last. How would you even begin to propose something like that, especially after your catastrophic fuck up that fateful night?
‘Hey, I know last time you were here I was a stupid bitch that broke your foot and cried on your shoulder all night long as I broke down, but do you want to try the whole dating thing out?’
The words sound so outlandish in your head that you’re sure he’d probably walk right out the door if you asked, illness be damned.
‘Are you over your last shitty breakup yet? Maybe you’d like to get into another shaky relationship so you can relive that experience again?’
You know you’re being harsh on yourself, but you can’t envision things going any differently if you somehow find the courage to say the words. And you can’t help but berate yourself for sitting there in stunned silence, leaving him unsure about whether you even like the caring, thoughtful gift he’d spent god knows how much money on. Your mind’s screaming at you to say something, anything, to at least show the immense gratitude and warm, fuzzy feelings coursing through you presently. Even then, your mind can only focus on a single recurring question that's been plaguing you for the past two weeks.
‘Does he even remember what he said when he brought me back here that night?’
“What?” you hear his voice ring out, the sound breaking the contemplative silence hanging in the air.
You very quickly realize you’d said something aloud, judging by his confused expression, though you’re not entirely sure what he’d heard.
“Oh, I- just….” you stammer, taking a few moments to try and compose yourself. “I… don’t even know what to say, Mike. They’re beautiful.”
“I’m glad you think so,” he says, donning a wide smile at your words. “Go ahead, try them on.”
You gingerly remove one of the tiny earrings, slowly bringing it up to your ear as you use your free hand to find the right spot. While you haven’t worn jewelry of any sort in a long time, you still remember the part of your ear where your mom would poke the tiny studs to open up the skin. After no small amount of effort and some slight pain later, you manage to get both earrings on successfully.
“What do you think?” you say, though your confidence falters a bit when you see him chuckling.
“They suit you really well,” he says, his grin growing wider as he chuckles. “Course, they are rubies.”
“Oh, goddamnit, is that really why you picked these out?” you say, laughing alongside him when you finally make the connection. “Now I’m not going to hear the end of those jokes, dork.”
“Sorry, sorry,” he says, raising an arm in mock defeat. “Wasn’t the only reason I got them, but you have to admit it’s a funny coincidence, no?”
"Guess so," you say, your smile only getting wider as your gaze meets his. "Makes my gift seem pretty bad in comparison though. Wish I’d gotten you something half as beautiful as yours."
“You… got me something?” he says, a smile only widening as he attempts to play his excitement off, the hand rubbing the back of his head betraying his emotions. “Didn’t have to, you know.”
“What kind of a birthday would it be if I didn’t get you a gift, you dork,” you say, scooting up towards him as you speak. “Besides, I think I owe you a little something after you know… poisoning you.”
“I doubt it was your fault, Ruby,” he says, and the expression on his face makes it clear that he means what he’s saying. “Can’t say I’m not a little curious about that gift now though.”
His comment about it not being your fault only makes you want to confirm something that’d been on your mind ever since he started puking his guts out in your bathroom. The thought causes your gaze to drift to the now empty glass of water on your nightstand. You feel another sharp pang of guilt, one that practically forces you to offer him another glass out of fear of coming across as inconsiderate.
“Well… I’d have to actually go get it first,” you laugh nervously, your hand rubbing at the back of your neck. “You want me to grab you some more water while I’m at it?”
“Sure, that’d be nice,” he says, nodding ever so slightly. “Some ice would be great too if you’ve got it.”
“Alright, you want anything else?” you ask, reaching for the glass as you slowly stand up. “And If you need anything at all, just yell. Remember, you’ve got the bucket right next to you just in case you feel sick again.”
“I’ll be fine, don’t worry,” he says, flashing you a reassuring smile. “Pretty sure the worst of it is over anyhow.”
You quickly nod before turning for the kitchen, glass in hand. Another whirlwind of thoughts flies through your head as you slowly make your way down the hall, your tail swaying nervously as your worries start to pile up once more. No matter how many times he offers his reassurances that he’s fine, you still can’t help but feel guilty for making him sick. Once you’re finally there, your gaze focuses on one thing and one thing only, the bright red box of cake mix sitting next to the mixer on the counter. You pick it up and skim the label until you finally find what you’re looking for: the expiration date. You can’t help but breathe out a sigh of relief when you see the mix isn’t expired; which means it’s extremely unlikely the tainted cake was a mistake of your own doing, especially given you’d triple checked the doneness of the cake when you pulled it out of the oven.
Even still, it does little to quell the anxiety you feel about the gift you’re about to give him. You stand on your tiptoes to get at the cabinet where you’d stashed it. You set the gift down on the marble countertop, feeling the butterflies in your stomach start to flutter violently as you stare at the two small, carefully wrapped gift boxes. Your clawed fingers anxiously tap against the countertop as a flurry of thoughts crosses the forefront of your mind. Would he like the gift you spent nearly two weeks practically agonizing over? Your stomach does a flip at the thought of him not liking it, though the more rational part of you, the part that knows Mike well, reassures you that he’d appreciate the gift no matter what. Still, you feel as if you’re right to worry after the incredible gift he’d given you. Your free hand shoots up to your ear, and you can’t help but smile to yourself as you carefully run your fingers over one of the ruby studs. A warmth washes over you, bringing with it a feeling of confidence you felt you lacked just moments ago. Worries temporarily squashed, you quickly fill up the glass of water and take the two boxes in your free hand before heading back to check on Mike. You peek your head in from outside the doorway, being careful to hide the gift as best you can behind your back.
“Mike…” you ask, in a voice hopefully loud enough to get his attention. “You still awake?”
“How could I sleep when you promised me a gift?” he chuckles to himself, a small smile on his face. “You going to come in or just hang out in the doorway?”
“Can’t spoil the surprise early,” you say, responding with a nervous smile of your own. “Now, close your eyes, dork.”
He briefly cocks his head, his expression changing to one of amusement before he follows your instruction, even going so far as to cover his eyes with a hand. As you carefully tiptoe towards your bed, the thought that you look like a hot mess crosses your mind. You’re sure he doesn’t care much about it, but you feel obligated to do something about it. The second you set down the glass of water on the nightstand, your hand shoots up to tuck a few errant strands of hair behind one of your ears.
You close your eyes and let out a hopefully inaudible sigh to steady your nerves, just enough to be confident your voice won’t betray your conflicted emotions. A few more seconds pass before you feel ready, and once your confidence comes to a peak, you take a seat on the edge of the bed closest to him.
“Alright, you can open your eyes now,” you say, a smile tugging at the corners of your mouth as you idly run a finger over one of the boxes.
He opens his eyes, and you take some relief in seeing that the smile on his face hasn’t faded in the slightest. That damn confident, trademark smile of his, somehow never failing to spread a comforting warmth through you. Not that you’d ever admit it to him, but it’d been enough to make you shudder slightly on more than one occasion.
“Ruby?” he asks, the sound of his voice shaking you from your contemplative reverie. “You good?”
You nearly jump at the sound, realizing you’d been sitting out of arm’s reach while quietly staring him down. You quickly scoot in closer, quietly offering him the small box you’d put an embarrassing amount of effort into wrapping nicely.
“Yeah, sorry, just got… a little distracted,” you say, your heart pounding in your chest as he reaches out to take the box from your hands. “I know it’s not much but… I hope you like it.”
You watch as he carefully undoes your wrapping job, oddly grateful that he didn’t just tear into it. Anticipation and anxiety build up within you once he finally gets all the wrapping off the box, and you watch his expression closely for his reaction. You see a slight tug at the corner of his mouth that gives way into a wide grin, and you can’t help but breathe out a quiet sigh of relief at the sight.
“Ruby, you… really, really didn’t have to…” he says, looking to you and smiling before glancing back at the box in his hands, his words trailing off.
“Don’t worry about it, Mike, really. Come on, open it,” you say, softly nudging him with your elbow.
“Alright, alright, I will,” he laughs, taking the cover off the box to reveal the smartwatch you’d gotten for him. “Do I even want to know how much this cost?”
“No, you don’t,” you say, laughing your worries away. “And I’m not telling you either, it’s bad luck.”
You look on curiously as he lifts the box above his head, seemingly scanning the underside for something. “I see you even peeled the price tag off the box.”
You narrow your eyes as you shoot him a look of mock disapproval, though your smile quickly betrays your feigned disappointment. Your impatience getting the better of you, you playfully slap at his exposed arm. You’d very nearly forgotten he’d taken off his shirt after puking his guts out in your bathroom, not having quite made it to the toilet in time. And as much as you hate to give in to the desire, your gaze briefly strays to his chest, toned musculature on full display as a result of him lifting the small box into the air. You make a mental note to get him a clean shirt as soon as possible, your cheeks suddenly feeling warm as a result of your unabashed ogling.
“So, are you going to keep being a dork or are you going to try it on?” you chuckle, his infectious laughter still seemingly affecting you.
“You know, it’s funny,” he says, putting the box down before carefully taking the watch from its foam pillow nest. “I was actually thinking about getting one of these a couple months back. Figured it’d help motivate me to work out more often, I guess.”
“Why didn’t you?” you ask, curiosity getting the best of you as you watch him put on the watch.
“Well, that’s easy,” he says, chuckling to himself as he adjusts the watch strap. “I met you, didn’t I? Don’t need some silly watch to stay committed to something when you’ve got someone you actually look forward to working out with. Plus, a little bit of competition never hurt anyone’s motivation either.”
His words of praise and appreciation melt away some of your worries, and you can feel the tip of your tail start to twitch involuntarily.
“That’s… really nice of you to say, Mike,” you say, a sudden wave of embarrassment washing over you when it sinks in just how much of an effect his words have on you, your ears twitching involuntarily. “And likewise, it’s been... really nice having someone else to work out and hang out with.”
He flashes you another smile before showing you the smartwatch now safely strapped to his wrist. “Well, what do you think?”
“Looks really nice on you, Mike,” you say, your cheeks burning with embarrassment at your choice of phrasing. “Color suits you a lot, honestly.”
“Suppose it’s a good thing most of my sweatpants are the same color then,” he chuckles, adjusting the strap on his watch slightly. “Fits like a dream, too.”
“Now you’re just looking for nice things to say, you flatterer,” you say, playfully nudging his side again.
You both share a small laugh before Mike quietly goes back to examining the watch on his arm. During the silence, you’re once again left to wrestle with your conflicted thoughts, the only constant being the singular thought your mind continues to dwell on; a question you choose to avoid addressing.
It's an idea that's crossed your mind over and over for a long while now, only worsened by him being here again. You're not sure if he remembers what he said, about what he would've done that night if things were different, but you remember. Even armed with the knowledge that he has feelings for you, your mind can't help but shoot down the possibility, endless self-defeating answers and instincts robbing you of the chance, answering your question for you. You’re aware of the fact that he might consider you too emotionally unstable to even entertain the idea of dating you. And even though you’re aware that he doesn’t feel ready for a relationship after recently getting out of one so soon, you’re desperate to know if he still feels the same way as he did two weeks ago. You can feel your stomach tying itself up in knots, and you’re keenly aware of the fact that both your ears and tail continue to twitch involuntarily from the mounting stress.
You’re thankful Mike is still entertained by your gift, because you’re not sure you could even string a sentence together if he put you on the spot. Right now you're content with just watching him appreciate your gift, a smile gently tugging at the corner of your mouth as you do, alongside an ever-growing flutter in your stomach. Thankfully, not a sign you need to puke yourself, or at least, it doesn’t feel like you do. Instead, it feels like an escalating nervousness, of a kind you haven’t felt in a very long time. For a brief moment, you can’t place why it feels so foreign, though it starts to click once you focus your gaze on him again. Him in your bed again, his trademark smile intertwined with laughter and an attitude you couldn’t beat out of him, even though you’d somehow poisoned him with the cake you baked; all slowly comes together in your mind, culminating in a single thought that stands above all others.
‘You want to ask him out.’
That nagging feeling only seems to escalate the longer you continue to stare in silence, Mike completely and blissfully unaware of the conflicting emotions running through your head. You’d never done anything like this before, especially not under these circumstances; your timing so poor you’re sure the only way it could be any worse is if you brought this up during a funeral. Even with that in mind, there’s a hint of fear egging you on to just... go through with it, a fear that you’ll never get a better chance or even the courage to do it down the line. It feels… instinctual, primal almost, and you reel yourself in before you do something you’ll regret again. Doing things on instinct rarely goes well for you, and the last time you wanted to express your feelings clearly proves that. You start to rack your brain for better ideas to form some semblance of a plan. Complex schemes and actions start to pollute your mind, but one answer, maybe even the simplest one jumps out at you like a stalking jaguar leaping from a bush.
‘Just talk to him.’
Easier said than done, you think to yourself, especially considering how alight your body is with conflicting emotions. Deep down, you know a better opportunity isn’t going to come and you steady your nerves for what feels like the hundredth time today. Your mouth moves but the words don’t quite come out the first time around.
‘Come on Ruby, you can do this,’ you think to yourself, the fluttering in your stomach coming to an all-time peak. ‘Once more, with feeling.’
“H-hey, A-Mike,” you say, the stammers in your nervous tone only making the lump in your throat feel even bigger. “Can I… talk to you about s-something?”
He looks to you, and while his smile slightly fades into a concerned look that makes you want to shrivel up and die, you're determined to press on.
“Sure, everything alright?” he asks, and the way his nostrils flare up as his chest rises make you worry about how he’s going to take your question.
It’d be much easier on both of you if the answer to his question was a simple yes, but the truth is far more complicated than that. You decide to answer with honesty, hoping to whatever god might be listening that it’ll make the conversation go smoother.
“I d-don’t know… kind of?” you offer, shaking your head as you try to rectify your poor answer. “It’s b-been on my mind a while and I-I was going to bring it up but then-”
“Slow down Ruby, it’s okay,” he says, and you can't help but feel like an idiot when you realize how rambly you must sound to him for him to say that. “Just… breathe.”
You take a deep inhale before letting it all out, his reassurances taking away some of that mounting anxiety.
“Look, I…” you start, some of that stammering in your voice now gone thanks to the breathing exercise. “There’s something I’ve been thinking about for a while and... I-I know it’s not a good time to ask, but… I need to. If you don’t want me to, then I… totally understand.”
The expression on his face changes rapidly as he contemplates your words in silence, alternating from concern to worry repeatedly over the span of what feels like an hour to you.
He swallows loudly before he finally opens his mouth to speak. “If it’s as important as it sounds to you Ruby, then… sure, ask away.”
It’s not the answer you expected to get, but it is a welcome one. You do your best to smile, as nervous as you are about the whole situation.
“You sure?” you ask, giving him a second chance to bail out of this whole thing. “Can always do it later if you want to get some rest.”
He seems to think it over for a moment and for a second it feels like you’re going to be in the clear, Mike seemingly considering putting it off. As the seconds pass, the suspense starts to mount and you resist the sudden urge to bite your claws.
After a short while, you can see his mouth start to move again and you do your best to give him your full attention as you await his answer.
“I’m sure, Ruby,” he nods, as if to make sure you understand his approval. “Not like you could’ve known I was going to get sick.”
“Okay…” you say, stalling for time as you try and find the right words to say. “Do you uh… fuck me this is harder than I thought it’d be-”
‘Come on, you’re an adult, Ruby, you can do this.’ you think to yourself, feeling every unconscious twitch of your ears and tail as you try and push on.
“Do you… remember what you said to me two weeks ago?” you ask, practically having to force the words out.
“I mean…” he says, rubbing at the back of his neck as his expression crosses over to one of anxiety. “I remember a lot of the things I said, yeah.”
“Do y-you remember…” you say, every word a struggle to push past your lips. “...when you said if things were… different that... you would’ve kissed m-me?”
You feel that a lightheadedness wash over you as you try and fail to continue, a feeling of dread creeping in close behind as you try and picture his response to your poorly worded question.
“Y-yeah, I... remember,” he stammers, clearing his throat as he continues rubbing at the back of his head. “Why?”
That ‘Why?’ pierces your heart as easily as a rail spike left out on a hot day would. You know he doesn’t mean it in a negative way, but the question still drives up your heart rate like no other. And while you know exactly why you brought it up, it doesn’t make what’s about to follow any easier.
“D-do y-you…” you say, fighting the urge to clam up and shut him out again. “...s-still feel that way?”
His face crosses over from anxiety to contemplation like an emotional metronome, Mike having trouble parsing your loaded question. You clench your fist tight in anxious wait, though you release slightly when you feel your sharp claws get close to breaking the skin of your furred palm.
He nods his head slightly before his mouth finally opens to speak, finally breaking the awkward silence hanging in the air.
“I don’t… regret having said it, if… that’s what you wanted to know,” he says, leaning back against the pillows as he continues. “And… I can’t say I feel any differently about it than I did that night.”
You let out the breath you’d been holding for the last minute or so, shutting your eyes briefly as a wave of new emotions washes over you. You can’t say for certain if the question you’re about to ask next is worded properly, but frankly, you’ve stopped caring. Deep down you know this is something that has to be said. Now or never, Ruby.
“Even… the stuff about not being r-ready for a new relationship yet?” you ask, wincing as the words leave your mouth.
The words bring back old school memories and fresh wounds alike to the forefront of your mind. Your chest tightens, and your heart feels like a pincushion as you begin to relive moments you thought you’d buried long ago, slowly delivering a death by a thousand agonizing cuts. You can feel a tear begin to form in the corner of your eye but you will yourself to stem the flow, quickly bringing up a hand to wipe the errant drop away before he realizes. You’d managed to repress those feelings for this long, you could certainly reign them in a little while longer.
He lets out a long, drawn-out sigh, the hand once rubbing at the back of his neck now rubbing at his temples. It was exactly the thing you’d been afraid of going into this conversation, stressing him out like this, but you’d been careful to leave him an out. Even if he chose to stop after getting this far into it, you couldn’t blame him in the slightest. A hopeful part of you is praying he answers the question, even if it’s not what you might want to hear. All you can do is sit in silence, trying to keep your ears, tail, and other nervous tics in check, even if just to avoid both distracting him and embarrassing yourself even more.
He clears his throat loudly, startling you into giving him your full attention again. You’ve quickly given up on controlling the involuntary twitches of your traitorous ears and tail, but you’re still keenly aware of each and every time it happens. You’re content with just trying to keep your tail out of his sight. Right now all you care about is listening to what he has to say.
“Honestly? I... can’t say I know for sure,” he says, letting out a long, almost exasperated sigh before continuing. “I like you Ruby, I really do but…”
There’s that word again. You don’t feel angry or snubbed like you did last time, but there’s still that sting of rejection that punctures your heart, deflating it like a helium balloon after a party. Even though you know where things are likely going to go, you feel a need to see this to its conclusion, so you continue to quietly listen. Both out of respect for him and because of the burning desire you suddenly feel to know how to better approach this next time, if there even is one.
“...I’m scared,” he says, and you’re suddenly sent reeling because it was the furthest thing from the blunt rejection you’re so sure was coming. “Scared of… I don’t know, fucking up again. I broke Kelly’s heart and she broke mine, so who’s to say it won’t… happen again?”
He clasps his hands together, his thumb rubbing over the other as his head lowers in quiet contemplation. There’s something off about it, but you can’t exactly place it. You can see his chest rising and falling erratically, but that’s par for the course in a conversation as serious as this.
“I-I don’t want to… hurt like that again,” he says, nervously biting at his lower lip before sucking in a hurried breath. “Or… hurt anyone else the way I did.”
You can see his Adam's apple bob as he swallows hard, a muffled clearing of his throat following soon thereafter. It all connects then, as you spot that telltale glint of a tear forming in the corner of his eye. He quickly tries to blink it away, but you know what you saw and the pit in your stomach grows ten sizes from the guilt. You feel a sudden urge to do something, anything to help. You’re not sure how he’ll react but there’s nothing you want to do more right now than to be there for him, just like he was for you that night. You quickly scoot in closer before wrapping your arms around him as best you can, using a free hand to bring his head down to rest on the crook of your shoulder. You feel him freeze up, and he takes a sharp breath in before he returns the hug in kind, his hand gripping the back of your blouse before he pulls you even closer to him. The knot in your heart twists even further when he lets out something that sounds like the beginning of a choked sob. You’d rarely been in a position where you’d have to console someone short of Lily, but what you think to do next feels nothing short of instinctual.
“It’s alright, I’m here,” you repeat on loop as you run your furred fingers gently through his hair and scalp, hoping your words are soothing. “Just… deep breaths.”
Normally the closeness would have you feeling nervous, but right now you only care about one thing, and that’s calming him down. Your other free hand gently glides across his back as if to reassure him that you’re there for him. You can feel everything wrong with his breathing, with his heartbeat, your own separated only by skin and bone, relief washing over you as that erratic drumming begins to slow down into a gentle consistent beating. You feel guilty for pushing him into this conversation, though some part of you feels it was bound to happen. You know better than anyone else that bottling up your problems only delays the inevitable, a flood of emotions bursting forth at the worst possible time. His breathing starts to come down and you start to think about how much worse you were that night. It’s an errant thought interrupted by the sudden dampness you feel on your shoulder, a sure sign of tears.
“You alright?” you ask, though you don’t expect a response, instead just continuing to run your fingers over the back of his head. “It’s okay… just... let it all out.”
A minute or two passes and you can’t feel any more wetness on your shoulder which brings you a little bit of relief. You attempt to gently rock your body in an attempt to put him more at ease. His once tight grip on the back of your blouse slowly starts to wane as you go through the motions.
“I-I just… don’t want to h-hurt anyone else, Ruby,” he says, some of his words coming choked and muffled from how his head is buried in your shoulder. “I d-don’t want to hurt... you.”
“You’re not…” you start, ultimately deciding to hold your tongue until he recovers. “Just… keep breathing.”
You’d never been in a position to see him as vulnerable as he is now. Maybe in the park a few weeks ago but this feels... different, somehow. The unconditional trust handed to you in this slump, this moment of vulnerability is strangely touching, but also incredibly paralyzing. Despite the sudden heavy feeling in your limbs, you continue going through the comforting motions; unconsciously tightening your embrace on the man surrendering himself to you in more ways than one. You’re not entirely sure what to make of it, but you can’t stop the warmth from spreading through your body. His words are irrefutable proof that he cares about you a great deal, a thought that should make you feel overjoyed, and yet… it doesn’t. You want him to care but… not at a cost like this, one too high for anyone to reasonably pay.
“You alright?” you ask in what’s hopefully a soothing tone, the bottom of your furred snout nearly touching his hair. “You haven’t hurt me, Mike.”
You hold him for what feels like another five minutes, rocking him in absolute silence. His once erratic heartbeat and breathing have settled down to normal by now, and you breathe out a quiet sigh of relief. He startles you when he starts to move again, and you loosen your tight hug slightly in response. After a short moment, he finally lifts his head from your shoulder, briefly meeting your sympathetic gaze before looking away out of what seems like embarrassment. His gaze refocuses further south and for a moment you’re not entirely sure what he’s looking at, a small but unsteady smile briefly tugging at the corners of his mouth, gone almost as quickly as it materialized. It suddenly hits you that he was looking over the amber pendant around your neck, and you feel happy that wearing it is enough to get that kind of response out of him. You try to say something but the words don’t come, and you feel relief when you see his mouth start to move.
“S-Sorry, I don’t know what…” he says, pausing to take in what sounds like a much-needed breath. “...got into me.”
“It’s okay,” you whisper, feeling a wave of embarrassment wash over you when you realize you’re still unconsciously stroking his hair. “Sorry for... bringing that stuff up.”
He finally pulls away, and you feel relieved that there’s not much of a trace of the tears that had flowed earlier. Despite that, you can’t help but feel a small pang of guilt when you see his bloodshot eyes, still feeling awful about prompting it.
“It’s… not your fault, Ruby,” he says, sniffling in an attempt to clear his stuffy nose. “I… honestly feel a lot better now. Guess I needed to get that off my chest.”
“Just glad I could help,” you say, twiddling your thumbs as his kind words only refresh the warmth you feel. “I’m sorry you had to go through that.”
“Ah, don’t be,” he says, looking down before finally meeting your gaze, flashing an uneasy smile. “I think how it ended was for the best, I learned something from it. Beats the whole being stuck in a miserable relationship thing.”
The words make you swallow hard. Even if you manage to get him to agree to some semblance of a relationship, would it eventually go down the same path? While the thought scares you, you feel it’s better to try than resign yourself to doing nothing at all. Normally you wouldn’t press this conversation any further, but you’re curious about why exactly his relationship went the way it did.
“That bad, huh?” you say, offering what you think is a sympathetic smile. “What... happened? Don’t have to say if you don’t want to.”
He reaches for the glass of water on the nightstand, taking a few loud gulps before setting it back down.
He shrugs before settling back against the pillow behind him. “Don’t think there’s any harm in sharing. Not like you don’t know how it ends.”
“Guess that’s true,” you chuckle, hoping it’ll lighten the serious mood some. “Who broke it off?”
“Ended up having to do it,” he sighs, and you can’t quite place if it’s out of regret or something else entirely. “God knows how long we would’ve been stuck together if I’d left it up to her. Not that it mattered in the end, I guess.”
“Why do you say that?” you ask, curiosity still getting the better of you. “Did you guys share a lot of friends or something?”
“Well… that’s uh, complicated, to say the least,” he chuckles, rubbing at the back of his neck. “Doesn’t help that we still see each other about as often still.”
“What, are you guys roommates or something?” you ask, cocking your head slightly. "Never mentioned one before.”
"God, no," he says, a slight smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. "Almost as bad though. She's my boss."
The words take a second to fully register, a lot of questions you’d had before clicking into place once they do. You’re not entirely sure what to say, but given his situation, it makes a lot more sense for him to be so apprehensive about getting into a new relationship.
“The girl I saw at your job one time?” you ask, wanting to be sure before you say anything more. “Didn’t even think she actually worked there.”
“Perks of being the boss, I suppose,” he says, and you’re at least glad he can talk about this without much trouble. “Keeps to herself in the back doing inventory and stuff. Doesn’t stop her from bitching me out about being late though.”
“Sounds like a real charmer,” you say, taking his side on the matter.
“She’s mellowed out a lot more lately, honestly,” he says, laying his head against the backboard of the bed. “Reason we broke up was mostly my fault anyway, can’t really blame her for being upset about it.”
“Why’s that?” you ask, partly out of a curiosity to avoid making the same mistakes.
“She wanted to get serious way too quickly. Wanted to move in with me and I just… wasn’t really comfortable with the idea,” he says, that wistful expression appearing on his face once more. “That was the beginning of the end. Had arguments over the littlest shit after that.”
“I’m sorry,” you offer, not sure what else to say that isn’t grossly overstepping your boundaries with how little you know about his situation. “Sounds awful to go through.”
“It was, but I also learned a lot. Taught me relationships don’t tend to work out if both people don’t want it the same way,” he says, scratching at his side as he continues. “Even if everything seems perfect at first. Anyway, I’ll stop being such a downer.”
“You’re not a downer, Mike,” you say, hoping to lift his spirits with your words. “Takes a lot of courage to end a relationship like that, I’d imagine.”
“Thanks, Ruby,” he says, a slight grin forming on his face. “You’re not wrong though, took me about a week before I decided to go through with it.”
“You’re welcome,” you say, returning his smile with one of your own. “And… Can I ask you one more thing? It’s important.”
“Sure, why not,” he says, shrugging his shoulders. “Owe you as much for hearing my dumb ass out.”
You’ve got the green light to finally propose the thing that’d been in and out of your thoughts for the past few days. All you have to do is somehow force the words out of yourself. If you don’t do it now, you’ll likely never get the chance to ask again. You very briefly close your eyes and take a deep breath.
“I know you said you’re not… ready for another relationship,” you say, taking another breath to keep your voice from stammering or cracking. “But… would you maybe uh, be open to the idea of a… trial date or something?”
Your cheeks burn at your downright embarrassing delivery, and those involuntary twitches of your ears and tail have become near-permanent fixtures with how nervous you feel right now. You brace for the worst, having fully accepted you’d be alright with whatever response he gives you.
“Uh, what do you mean, exactly?” he asks, his expression a mix of both confusion and embarrassment. “Like going on another date or something?”
“Sort of?” you say, unsure how to put it in a way that doesn’t seem like you’re coming on too strong. “It’s hard to explain but… I mean like, how do you feel about actually trying to date? I don’t know, just to see if it works out?”
He looks even more confused than before, though you can’t imagine he doesn’t understand what you’re proposing. You know this whole thing is a long shot, but you’re better off trying and failing than eternally wondering what would’ve happened if you’d dared to ask.
“I don’t know, Ruby,” he sighs, rubbing at the back of his neck as he speaks. “What if it... doesn’t work out? I don’t want to throw away a good friendship over that.”
You know he has a good point, but there’s still something inside you screaming to push a little further; maybe in the hopes that he’ll come to see it like you do.
“I just… think it’s worth a shot,” you say, figuring brutal honesty is probably for the best. “No strings or anything attached. If you want out, you just say the word and it all goes back to normal. Won’t argue it or hold anything against you.”
“It’s… I don’t know, Ruby. It’s not that easy,” he says, the look of apprehension on his face unlike any other time you’ve seen it. “Whenever feelings get involved it’s hard to go back to just being friends.”
“Aren’t they already involved?” you ask, though you regret the words the instant they leave your mouth. “S-sorry, I didn’t-”
With all the foot-to-mouth action you’d been partaking in lately, you might as well make it an honorary permanent resident. You move to correct yourself, but the words die in your throat when you see him start to speak.
“No, no, you’re right,” he says, and you’re taken aback by his calm response. “It’s stupid to try and pretend they aren’t. I don’t know if it’s for the best but… fuck it, I guess it’s worth a shot. Let’s see where it goes.”
The words stun you, and you have to resist the urge to pinch yourself to check if you’re dreaming. There’s no way you heard him right, is there? Your hail mary worked out and yet you’re paralyzed by the prospect, your gaze meeting his as you sit there, like a deer caught in the headlights. Your heartbeat begins to quicken again, and you feel a mild panic start to overtake you even though you got exactly what you wanted. Your inner voice screams at you to say something reaffirming before he retracts, but you can’t quite find the right words.
“So… is that a yes?” you ask, hoping your voice doesn’t give away the excitement or anxiety you feel welling up within you. “Sorry I just… don’t want to assume anything.”
“It’s a yes,” he says, a slight smile beginning to form on his features. “I think testing the waters is better than shoving… whatever this is under the carpet.”
Excitement doesn’t even begin to describe how you feel about this whole situation. Your entire body is alight with familiar and unfamiliar feelings, but you try to reign yourself in; mostly out of fear that you’ll make a mistake before you’re even out of the gate. It wasn’t exactly how you’d thought this kind of thing would go, years of media preparing you for something right out of a movie, but right now you don’t care. Brief thoughts of a picturesque kiss flash through your mind, and you can feel your cheeks burn bright with embarrassment. As much as something like that would take this ideal situation up to an eleven in your mind, you didn’t want to make the same mistake as last time by forcing yourself on him, content with just testing the waters, as he put it.
“Sorry… I, uh, don’t really know what to say now,” you say, returning his smile in kind with a nervous one of your own. “Didn’t think I’d get this far.”
“It’s alright,” he laughs, dispelling some of the awkwardness hanging in the air. “Can’t say I really know what to say either. Wasn’t expecting today to go like... this.”
The two of you are left to sit in silence, playing the world’s most awkward game of chicken with each other’s gazes. As you shift around slightly, the small box you’d hidden behind your back presses into you. You quickly realize you’d completely forgotten to show him the second part of your gift.
“Shit, sorry, I almost forgot,” you say, interrupting the brief silence as you reach for the box you’d lazily hidden at your side. “I uh, actually got something else. Another watch, a matching one since we… you know, work out together all the time and… god am I bad at this kinda-”
Your nervous, rambling speech is thankfully cut off before you can embarrass yourself any further by the sound of chuckling coming from a very amused-looking Mike. “Take a deep breath, Ruby. It’s not like I’m going anywhere.”
You silently nod, following his advice before finally attempting to express your thoughts. “I figured… since we did this whole, uh, celebrating our birthdays on the same day thing... I’d get a second watch to match yours. Oh! And… I almost forgot, the guy at the store told me you could actually sync these up.”
You hurriedly move to open your unwrapped box, that involuntary twitching in the tip of your tail and ears become all the more frequent as you blunder through something as simple as giving a birthday present. Your heart beats just a little faster with each passing second, his gaze on you certainly not helping matters any. Soon enough you manage to get the second watch out from its enclosure, and you turn it on with what little battery it comes with out of the box.
“Here,” you say, reaching over to turn his watch on as well, your hand briefly brushing against his in the process. “I’ll show you.”
“Now I really don’t want to know how much you spent on little old me,” he chuckles, one hand rubbing at the back of his neck out of what you think is guilt.
“Don’t worry about it Mike, really,” you say, tapping the touchscreen on his watch throughout the brief setup process. “So… all you have to do supposedly is go to the settings menu and then… hold down this button on both watches…”
The displays on both screens begin to display a small loading circle that’s soon followed by a message telling you the sync is complete.
“Now… anytime we go on a jog together it’ll track all kinds of things, and you can use the little app to compare each other’s stats,” you say, your words petering out as a hint of doubt starts to creep in. “There’s a lot of other neat stuff on there I wanted to show you, but I think I’ll save that for when you’re feeling better.”
“I’m feeling better already,” he says, and you meet his gaze only to find a genuine smile, one that was enough to stave off what little doubt had begun to set in. “I think this honestly might be the best birthday gift anyone’s ever gotten me.”
“Ah, it’s nothing, Mike,” you say, waving a hand dismissively as you return an awkward grin of your own. “Besides, I’m sure your parents or friends have gotten you plenty of nicer things than a watch.”
“Nicer, maybe,” he says, his words making a lump suddenly form in your throat. “But this is definitely the most thought anyone’s ever put into a birthday gift for me, and I mean that.”
“Thanks, Mike, that…” you say, quickly swallowing the lump before you continue. “Really means a lot to me. I’m glad you like the gift.”
“Now I really don’t have an excuse to miss a day,” he laughs, twisting his wrist around to get a feel for the watch. “How’s that saying go… birds of a feather run together?”
In your mind, his cheesy joke cements the fact that he’s feeling better, and you can’t help but laugh in turn, terrible as his sense of humor might be. “Somehow, Mike… I don’t think that’s how that saying goes.”
“No, no, I think that’s definitely… how it goes,” he says, chuckling as he attempts to hide his amusement at his own joke.
“So, are you really feeling better?” you ask, still concerned about his well-being despite the obvious uptick in his mood. “I can let you get some rest if you want.”
“Nah, nah, you don’t have to do that,” he says, waving a hand dismissively. “I think I pretty much puked up whatever it is that made me sick. I’m just sorry I made such a mess of your bathroom.”
“Nothing a little bleach can’t fix,” you say with a reassuring smile. “Just glad you’re alright, you uh… had me really worried for a second.”
“Believe me, it’s not my first rodeo with a little food poisoning,” he chuckles, pulling the blanket already over his lap even closer. “My college buddies always liked to eat at the shadiest hole-in-the-wall joints, swearing the food tasted better. And it did, though it doesn’t taste nearly as good coming back up.”
“Your friends sound like real characters,” you say, smiling at his story, attempting to keep your gaze affixed to his without staring.
“Made college a lot less painful, that’s for sure,” he laughs, adjusting the strap on his watch again. “Wouldn’t have made it through without those guys.”
“Hey… you want to keep watching that movie?” you ask, hoping it’ll help avoid another one of the awkward silences you dread.
“Don’t think I have anything left to puke up,” he laughs, and you feel oddly happy that both the color in his face and attitude are back to normal. “Think I’ll survive a horror movie.”
“If you say so,” you say, jumping off the edge of the bed. “Come on, I’ll help you to the couch.”
“I’m sick, not eighty years old, Ruby,” he laughs, pulling the blanket off himself before moving his legs off the edge of the bed.
“Could’ve fooled me with how you walk after our runs sometimes,” you laugh, grabbing the bucket by the nightstand. “Come on, let me help you.”
“Not my fault my legs aren’t tailor-made for running,” he says, standing upright before letting you wrap an arm around his side for support. “Maybe I just need some new running shoes.”
“Sure, sure, blame it on the shoes,” you say, walking with him out of the bedroom and back towards the living room. “Gonna blame it on the watch next?”
“I’m going to remember that next time you ask me to carry you to the car because you can’t walk,” he laughs as the two of you finally reach the couch.
“You wouldn’t dare,” you say in mock disbelief as you help him sit down before taking a seat yourself. “Bucket’s right there in case you need it.”
“I just might,” he says, leaning back into the couch to make himself comfortable. “And thanks.”
“Yeah, yeah,” you say, looking around for something that seems to be missing. “Pass the blanket, will you? It’s freezing.”
“Gotta say the magic word,” he says, reaching over to grab the blanket before pausing. “Otherwise my old man bones can’t lift it.”
You roll your eyes as you give him a look of mock disapproval. “Can you please pass the blanket, Mike?”
“That’s more like it,” he says, lifting the blanket before draping it over the two of you. “One problem though.”
You look at him in confusion, cocking your head slightly at his words. “And what’s that?”
“Now you’re too settled in to get up and put the movie in,” he grins, nodding towards the open DVD case by the TV.
“We’ll see about that,” you say, pulling your phone out, your other hand reaching for the remote to turn on the TV.
You quickly browse to a very legal movie streaming site and quickly find the movie among their selection, in the same quality as the original. You press play and then stream it to the television set.
“See, don’t even have to get up,” you say, turning to Mike to flash him a self-satisfied grin.
“So wait, why didn’t you just do that before?” he asks, and you can visually see the wheels in his head-turning. “You just wanted to show off your movie collection, didn’t you?”
“Shut up,” you say, playfully elbowing him in the side. “Movie’s about to start, dork.”
You scoot in a little closer to him, the warmth under the blanket oddly comforting compared to the outside cold. You unconsciously move to lean against him, your fur barely grazing his bare chest as you pull yourself away out of embarrassment, but not soon enough to avoid bumping into him. He takes his eyes off the movie for a second to look down at you, giving you a small smile when he puts two and two together. You avert your gaze, feeling your ear twitch as your cheeks burn. You try to focus on the movie you’ve watched a million times over, silently hoping he won’t say anything about your failed attempt to rest against him. A minute or so later, you breathe out a quiet sigh of relief once you feel the proverbial coast is clear.
No sooner than you let your guard down, you feel him shift around a bit. Not even a moment later and you feel his hand on yours, seemingly clumsily searching for its exact position. His fingers interlock with yours from above, and you try to facilitate it by spreading out your fingers to allow his passage. Thanks to your heightened senses, you can hear your heart trying to work its way out of your chest. His gesture makes you oddly giddy, and you take it as a sign that he wouldn’t mind if you lean against him. You scooch in closer, your hand still clasped tight with his, slowly bringing your head to rest against his arm. The moment your head makes contact with his arm, he looks down at you again, that very same smile as before still on his face. This time you’re not too embarrassed to meet his gaze, and you return a warm smile of your own. It's oddly comforting to cuddle up to him like this, and you can feel those familiar tendrils of sleep start to dig into you, his focus on the movie, eyes staring at it with laser-like focus.
You don’t want to say anything considering he granted you the same mercy earlier, but every time there’s a jump scare or tense moment, you can feel his fingernails dig into your palm. You’d put that weakness of his into your mental bank to tease him another day, but right now you’re simply content with watching the movie in silence together. Today had gone far better than you reasonably could’ve expected out of a birthday, especially considering the two of you are tentatively a… thing now. The thought sounds so alien to you that you’re expecting to wake up in bed alone any second now, and yet the moment never comes. You desperately want this to work out, and so you make yet another promise to yourself to try and treat him as kindly and with as much care as he does you. A shiver runs up your spine as you feel his thumb absentmindedly running over your furred skin. While it feels great, you feel some embarrassment that something so simple can provoke that kind of response from you. You try not to think too much of it, nestling your head even deeper into the crook of his shoulder. You let out a soft yawn, doing your best to muffle it with your free hand. While you do your best to stay awake for the remainder of the movie, you’d stayed up far too late the night before making preparations for the birthday. Soon enough, the call of sleep is too strong to resist, your eyelids fluttering as you try and fail to fight it off. A fuzzy and oddly comforting warmth starts to emanate from your core, slowly radiating out towards your extremities. For the first time in a long time, you feel content and… safe. You scooch in even closer, the side of your head now snugly resting against his bare neck. You shut your eyes, willingly this time, and let out a long, quiet sigh before you give in to the sandman.

  *****

You didn’t want to say anything to Ruby, especially with how much she seems to be a fan of horror movies, but your heartbeat had been at sky-high levels for pretty much the entirety of the film. Admittedly, you were never good with horror movies, but this one just hit all the weak points you had with them. Body horror, jump scares, and tension combine to keep you on edge for the last hour or so. You just hoped she didn’t notice you shifting slightly anytime something happened to scare you. From how well you know her, she would’ve said something by now had she noticed, though maybe she’s just that enthralled by the movie. You know taking her by the hand had been a bold move, but you figured she’d appreciate that kind of gesture to cement what you’d agreed to earlier. The concept of a trial date was still totally foreign to you, but she’d made a lot of good points that made it difficult to disagree with her. Whatever might come of it, you promised yourself you’d at least give her a fair shot. She’d been there for you a lot over the last few weeks, and more recently than that, just an hour ago when you’d opened up to her. And as much as you’re reluctant to admit it to yourself, you do have some feelings for her. You just hope it won’t be a repeat of your last relationship.
You’re taken out of your thoughts by the feeling of her fur tickling against your bare skin, both on the shoulder her head is resting on and between your interlaced fingers; the contrast and warmth of her slightly scratchy, almost rugged pawpads dancing against your fingertips causing goosebumps to break out on your forearms. Every time you two had gotten this close, her comforting, warm fuzzy coat had without fail, prompted the same reaction. It’s an intoxicating feeling and the curious part of you wonders if it feels the same way for her. You take your eyes off the movie for a moment to see how she’s doing, your gaze trailing down to your shoulder. What you find is Ruby fast asleep, a blissful expression on her face. You can’t exactly fault her for falling asleep with everything she’d likely done today, not to mention the fact that she’s probably watched this movie a million times on her own. You can feel some drowsiness of your own start to creep in, your energy still sapped from your earlier worshiping of the porcelain throne. You decide to shelve your worries for another time, pulling the small kangaroo tight to you before adjusting the blanket to cover you both. You inch forward slightly, being careful not to wake her, reaching for the remote to shut the TV off. After doing so, you settle back against the comfortable couch, closing your eyes before slowly letting sleep take you.






      

  












      Chapter 8
  








  You can't help but resist the siren call of consciousness trying to force you away from your pleasant dreams, your body shivering as the biting cold spreads across your bare skin before seeping into your bones. Instinctively, you try to hold on to what little warmth you have left, clutching at your blanket as you shift to your side, searching for a warmer part of the bed to sleep on. Unfortunately, said instincts are firmly rooted in the assumption that you’d fallen asleep in your own bed, and your roll sends you crashing onto the hardwood floor below. You attempt to grab onto anything that might help cushion your fall, but the only thing you manage to do is bring the pillow with you. There’s a loud thud when the inevitable finally happens, your outstretched arms taking the brunt of the impact. You groan loudly as a sharp pain shoots up and through your side, hissing as you slowly begin to prop yourself up on your side; the blanket you’re now tangled up in certainly not helping matters any.
“Mike?!” you hear from a distance, the thunderous, yet familiar sounds of Ruby’s running quickly following as you see her round the corner. “Shit, are you alright?”
“I’m… fine,” you say, flashing a half-smile even though the strain in your voice gives away your white lie.
She steps closer, her furred arm shooting forward and quickly finding its way in front of your face as she bends down.
“Here, let me help you up,” she smiles, and you can’t help but smile back at just how quickly she scrambled to your aid.
You take hold of her hand, doing your best to avoid putting most of the strain on her as you slowly bring yourself upright again. She gently helps you settle back down onto the couch before collecting the blanket you’d managed to sprawl all over the floor. Once done, she tosses it onto the far edge of the sofa before audibly slumping down next to you. She starts to rub the sleep from her eyes, letting out a long, almost infectious yawn before resting her head against your shoulder.
“So…” she says, looking up at you with a small smile on her face. “You want to tell me how you ended up on the floor?”
“Well,” you say, chuckling nervously as you rub at the back of your neck. “You know, I’m pretty sure I fell asleep sitting upright. Must’ve turned a bunch in my sleep.”
“Least you didn’t take me with you before I woke up,” she giggles, closing her eyes before letting out a long sigh. “You mind if I call you my alarm clock from now on, Mike? You’ve got a pretty solid track record for waking me up.”
“Not my fault your couch is tiny. Where’d you get off to any-” you say, your sentence and train of thought both interrupted by the strangely familiar song playing from the phone in front of you.
She quickly leans forward to grab the phone before you can identify the song and settles against you as she brings it up towards her ears. You’re normally not one to snoop but the brief glimpse you caught clearly showed ‘Lily’ under the caller ID.
“Hello?” Ruby asks, and you can see her smile start to widen as she listens intently to the panda on the other end of the line. “Thanks, Lily. Sucks that you couldn’t make it.”
You tilt your head a bit as you watch in silence, not wanting to expose the fact that you’d stayed the night, unsure if Ruby would be comfortable sharing that much so soon after…  whatever  happened yesterday. If it hadn’t been for the fact that you woke up in her house, you’d have chalked up your memories to some sort of freaky fever dream, especially with all the talk about your last relationship. You can very faintly hear the panda’s voice with how high and far away Ruby’s holding the phone from her ears.
‘Guess that’s one of the perks of having sensitive hearing,’ you think to yourself. 
You’re quickly knocked out of your strange train of thought by the sound of her laughter ringing out.
“Yeah, he showed up,” she says, smiling as she playfully elbows you in the side. “Still here, actually.”
You’re not entirely sure why, but you can feel your cheeks burning with embarrassment at the words. Not because you’d actually stayed the night, but because she was so confident in sharing that with her friend and… wait. You remember the panda making wild assumptions about the two of you when you’d first met at the mall, and some part of you hopes her mind isn’t filling in the blanks with things that haven’t happened.
“I told you we were celebrating our birthdays the same day, remember?” Ruby asks, and not even a second later she looks like she’s struggling to hold back another laugh, though with the way she looks away as her cheeks and ears flare up, you can tell she’s embarrassed by whatever was said on the other end of the line. “Looong story, Lil. I’ll tell you later, still kind of sleepy.”
You can vaguely hear something about lovebirds before Ruby hurriedly says her goodbyes before hanging up the phone.
“So what was that about telling her later?” you ask, leaning into her slightly as you clear some of the gunk from your eyes.
“Oh nothing, just…” she says, her grin about as wide as it can possibly be. “...have to explain to her why some dork had to stay the night. And you know, how he woke up by falling off the couch.”
“Your fault for having such a tiny and comfy couch,” you say, grumbling to yourself in mock offense. “Thing’s not built for someone like me.”
She rolls her eyes as she leans forward to set her phone down on the coffee table. “You’re tall, Mike, not a cyclops.”
“How about now?” you ask, putting a hand over one of your eyes before looking down to lock eyes with her again.
“God,” she says, putting a hand over her mouth as she tries and fails to stifle a hearty laugh. “I don’t know what I hate more… that joke, or the fact that I laughed at it.”
“Do you hate it more or less than the idea of having a cyclops for a boyfriend?” you ask, a pang of anxiety welling up within you as the words leave your lips. “Could get a little eyepatch and everything.”
“I think I’ll stick to the regular, human sized dork, thanks,” she snorts, her hand shooting up to her mouth again, though far too late to stop the embarrassing noise. “Jokes are bad enough already without supersizing them.”
“Clearly you can’t get enough of them,” you say, lightly wrapping an arm around the kangaroo. “Otherwise you wouldn’t hang around me so much. Speaking of supersizing though, what do you feel like doing for breakfast?”
“More like lunch,” she chuckles, nodding her snout towards the wall mounted clock. “I can whip something up for us if you want. If you still trust my cooking after yesterday, anyway.”
“You still worried about that?” you ask, not quite able to gauge how she feels from her expression alone. “I can help out if you want.”
“You sure?” she asks, though the hint of a smile past her otherwise neutral expression is almost answer enough for you. "I feel bad since, y'know... last time you stayed, you cooked too."
“It’s cooking, not brain surgery Ruby,” you smile, nudging the kangaroo as you finally hit your second wind, washing your residual drowsiness away. “I’m happy to just help out if you want to do the bulk of it.”
As if on cue, the sound of your grumbling stomach soon follows your words.
“You drive a hard bargain, Mr. Cyclops,” she laughs, poking a finger into the side of your midsection. “Let’s get you something to eat before you go devouring all the villagers.
“You just saying that because you’re one of them?” you chuckle, the urge to make the jab irresistible. “And shit- what time is it? Just realized I’ve probably got to call out from work.”
The look she gives you in response accompanied by a roll of her eyes tells you exactly what she thinks of your cheeky response, though her ears perk up a bit at the second part of your statement.
“I wouldn’t worry too much about work,” she chuckles, leaning into you a bit more as she nods towards the window. “Don’t think anyone’s going to be buying much ice cream when they’re snowed in.”
“What, really?” you ask, not quite believing her with how your closeness to her has put warmth back in your body. “You’re fucking with me, right?”
“I’m not,” she laughs as she starts to sit upright. “See for yourself if you don’t believe me.”
You decide to take the initiative and peel yourself off the couch first, letting out one final yawn as you stretch, the last remnants of sleep vanishing from your body. She quickly follows behind as you make your way towards the nearest window, and you can tell she's eager to see your reaction, a wide smile shining through as she eyes you from the side. You rub the last of the gunk out of your eyes as your other hand reaches towards the curtains, moving them aside. What you see as faint rays of sunlight begin to pour in through the window is nothing short of picturesque, and you lean forward to get an even better view of the snowy landscape in front of you. While it’s not coming down quite as hard as you’d seen it in the past, every branch, twig and leaf as far as the eye can see is coated in a heavy dusting of snow, the ground beneath covered by a thick blanket of white. You can't help but let a small smile tug at the corner of your mouth as your mind briefly drifts back to better, much simpler times, only shaken out of your train of thought by the sound of her voice.
"So, you  still  don't believe me?" she asks from your side, a glance down revealing a smug grin to match her tone. "Pretty, right?"
“Yeah…” you trail off, still trying to take as much of the sight in as you can as trails of frost start to creep in from the corners of the window. “One hell of a view you’ve got from your living room.”
Your smile widens as she steps in front of you, balancing on her tiptoes in an effort to get the same view.
“You know… if you want me to carry you, all you have to do is ask, right?” you ask, smirking when she tilts her head back to meet your gaze, rolling her eyes in disapproval at you despite the small smile on her face. “Really could get used to looking at this every morning though.”
“Part of the reason I picked this place back when I was looking,” she chuckles before leaning back against you a bit. “I know a way to get up on the roof if you want an even better view.”
“I appreciate it but…” you say, scratching at your bare chest as you think of how to phrase things. “I don’t exactly have a clean shirt to wear after yesterday and I’m not exactly sure how you’d feel about dating a snowman.”
“Right, right,” she says, offering a sheepish smile at your words. “Almost forgot about that. Did toss it in the wash when I woke up though, so maybe it’ll be dry by the time you leave.”
“If it is, I wouldn't mind taking a little peek at the view from up there,” you say, hoping you haven’t taken the wind out of her sails. “Might have to borrow a blanket though, I’m not built for this kind of cold like you guys are.”
“Pfft,” she says, leaning forward to wipe away some of the condensation on the inside of the window. “Not like the fur keeps me that warm, mate. At least, not until my winter coat comes all the way in.”
“Real as can be. And if you don’t believe me…” she says, tugging down the collar of her blouse a bit to show a very pillowy looking tuft of fur forming near her neck. “Here's the proof. Pretty great when it’s all grown out and you’re outside on a cold day but it can suck if you’re inside without the AC on. Made the mistake of jogging too hard when it was really long one time and nearly passed out from heatstroke.”
Past the fluff, something else catches your eye though. It takes you a second to realize it but it was the necklace you gave her weeks ago, the gold chain and inlaid ruby crest resting comfortably amidst her fluff. You're overwhelmed by the realization that she's worn it pretty much every day since, and a smile starts to yank at the corners of your mouth as it widens.
“Huh,” you say, still smiling as you hold your gaze on the jewelry, trying to hide the fact that you're more than a bit flustered by your realization. “Sounds pretty useful at least, even if it does make working out annoying. Does it get like that all over or just in some places?”
“Guess it’s mostly all over,” she shrugs as she tucks the fur back under her blouse. “Honestly hate how it makes all your clothes feel way too tiny and cramped. You never noticed how anthros are always wearing baggier clothes this time of year?"
"Can't say I ever did, but I bet that's why I see so many anthros shopping around this time of year," you say, mind briefly drifting back to the time Ruby had helped you pick out clothes. “I’m not going to lie though, not that I don’t believe you or anything, but I’m having trouble imagining you all puffed up like that. You got a picture or something?”
“Not on me no, I hate the way it makes me look so I barely take any photos of myself in winter,” she says, her smile faltering a tiny bit before going back to normal. “Could bug my sister or mom about one though, I’m sure they’ve taken plenty. You know the michelin man? Just imagine that but with fur instead of rubber.”
You can’t help but chuckle a little bit at the mental image and it seems like it’s contagious because you soon find Ruby laughing alongside you. While you’d never paid it too much mind before, the quiet reprieve from conversation lets you really focus in on her laugh. It always starts off really soft, and yet even when it gets louder it’s not super grating on your ears. What you find cutest of all though is that when she really gets going, that laughter sometimes happens to turn on her in the form of an embarrassing snort. You can't quite explain why you're feeling this way, but the more time you spend with her, the more that apprehension over the whole dating thing seems to fade into nothingness. The relative peace and quiet is unfortunately cut short by the very inelegant sound of your stomach rumbling loudly. Whatever you did manage to eat the day before had been flushed down the toilet along with the cake, leaving you starving. You start to say something, though the sound of her voice rings out first.
“I… don’t know why that was so funny,” she says, rubbing something out of her eye. “Though, I seriously think we should get you something to eat before the king starts complaining about the missing villagers, Mr. Cyclops.”
“I agree,” you say, chuckling at her nickname for you. “You mind if I wash up in your bathroom real quick?”
“Nah, knock yourself out, it’s uh…” she says, turning and pointing towards the hallway to her bedroom before rescinding her finger. “Right. Forgot you already know where it is.”
You can’t help but smile and shake your head a bit at the way she gets all wound up and flustered sometimes. “Anything I shouldn’t touch in there?”
“Nah, feel free to use whatever,” she says with a wave of the hand. “Though I don’t think you’ll have much use for fur conditioners. I’ll get started on breakfast while you’re in there.”
“Sounds good to me,” you say, quickly making your way towards the bathroom. “If you need help with anything just shout.”
“I’m not that terrible a cook, Mike,” she says, rolling her eyes a bit as she slips past you on her way to the kitchen. “But… thanks.”
"Anytime," you say to yourself as you continue to stretch on your way to the bathroom.
While you’d been in here before, you hadn’t exactly gotten a good look at anything except the inside of the toilet and the floor tiles around it as you rushed in to puke your guts out. For one thing, it was a lot bigger than you’d thought, even for an apartment as nice as hers. You can’t even remember the last time you’d seen a separate shower and bathtub outside of a movie, and the bathroom itself is damn near the size of your living room. You shuffle over to the sink, sweeping back your hair a bit as you reach to turn the tap on. A shiver runs down your spine as the cool water splashes over your face, washing away whatever fragments of sleep your brain was still desperately trying to cling to. A quick glance in the mirror after you’re done thoroughly washing your face shows the reflection of a messy haired, tired looking man staring back at you despite not feeling like it. And the weirdest part is that it doesn’t really bother you in the slightest, maybe in part because of everything that happened yesterday.
You can't quite narrow it down to just one thing, but the thoughtful gift and her conviction in asking you out despite her embarrassment? It was nothing short of touching, a massive confidence boost in your eyes, and something you've needed for a long time. Things that’d normally give you cause for worry around her like your appearance or even the words you use just don’t really feel like they’re even worth thinking about. For the first time in a long while, life is feeling like you’re headed in the right direction instead of deeper into stagnation; and if trying to have a relationship with Ruby is going to continue allowing you to feel that way, then you’re going to put your best self forward from this point on. The thought makes you crack a visible smile, but something out of the corner catches your eye and snaps you right out of your self reflection, both literally and figuratively. A pink bottle of what looks to be recently used fur conditioner, if the moisture and open cap are any indication, sits on the far edge of the sink alongside a few other care products, scrunchies and hair brushes.
‘Cherry blossom scented’ and ‘Especially formulated for mid-length coats’ are the two phrases that draw your attention the most when you palm the bottle.
You can’t say it’s exactly the kind of scent you’d have expected someone like her to go for, but it’s a pleasant surprise still. At the same time, it starts to dawn on you that you’ve never picked up on it before as far as you can remember. You can’t recall a single time you’ve smelled anything resembling the flowery aroma coming from her and as you swap the bottle to your other hand, you finally put two and two together. The bottle is damn near full and from what you can glean, it did seem like she showered before you woke up, if her almost curly hair was anything to go by. While you don’t want to jump to conclusions, you can feel your heart flutter a bit at the thought that she did it for you. You set the bottle down, take one last look in the mirror to smile at yourself before letting those warm, fuzzy feelings set the pace as you quickly make your way out of the bathroom and towards the kitchen.
What you find instead of the tiny kangaroo working away at breakfast, is her with a mountain of ingredients and utensils in her arms, looking dangerously close to dropping them as she nearly bumps into you.
“Careful there!” you exclaim, followed by a small chuckle as you try and grab things off the top to lighten her load. “You’re going to slay yourself before you even get a chance to get at the cyclops.”
She shakes her head a bit at your words, though the smile on her face as she does it lets you know exactly how she really feels about your jokes. You're glad she seems to be in a better mood today, especially after seeing firsthand how the whole tainted cake situation affected her yesterday. You wish you could get a read on how she feels about the whole trying to date situation, but you take it as a good sign that she didn’t object to you calling yourself her boyfriend earlier and instead decide to take things as they come. Overthinking in the past has gotten you nowhere, and while you’re sure she’s thinking similar thoughts, her upbeat mood has an energy about it you want to match. 
“So… ah, finished up quick, didn’t you?” she asks, seemingly relieved about your help as her gaze slowly travels up your still bare chest before eventually meeting yours directly. “Wasn’t sure what you were feeling so I decided to try and make a couple different things. Call it payback for last time you made breakfast.”
“Ah, don’t worry about last time,” you say, offering what you hope is a calming smile as you wave a hand dismissively. “I said I didn’t mind and I meant it. What are you feeling for uh… lunch, I guess?”
“I’m thinking it might be better for both of us if we call it a late breakfast,” she laughs as she moves past you to set a couple things down on the kitchen island. “Was thinking just some pancakes, hash browns and a couple bangers for each of us.”
“Some what, now?” you say, coughing as you near choke on your spit at what she just said. “What was that last thing you said?”
“Oh come on, don’t tell me you don’t know what that is,” she says, turning and cocking her head at you before shaking it in disbelief. “It’s just another word for sausage, Mike.”
“I mean yeah, I knew that,” you say, chuckling to yourself a bit. “Just didn’t think anyone called them that outside of like, comedy skits or something like that.”
“Well, now you know,” she says, heading towards the pantry to rummage through for more ingredients. “You grow up with Australian born parents and all their slang sticks to ya’ like glue.”
“Makes sense,” you say, making your way towards the fridge before swinging the door open. “You want me to whip up some eggs or something too?”
“Yeah, that works for me,” she says as she crouches down to grab a bowl from the cabinets. “You mind grabbing the milk and butter for the pancakes too?”
“Sure thing,” you say, your eyes scanning the fridge.
The first thing you notice, and that you find infinitely amusing, is that the taller, more out of her reach compartments in the fridge have absolutely nothing in them. So much so, that you can’t help but let out a stifled chuckle, thankful Ruby is seemingly too lost in what she’s doing to pick up on it. Out of the corner of your eye you can see her tapping a finger on the side of her snout as she stands in front of the piled up ingredients, seemingly wondering what to start with first. You quickly grab the stuff you need and set down what she’d asked for on the island before shutting the door with your elbow. 
“You want anything in your pancakes or is plain Jane fine with you?” she asks as she starts to combine a bunch of dry ingredients in the bowl. “And do you mind grabbing me the other bowl up on the top shelf over there? Think my sister put it all the way up there last time she was over.”
“Could go for chocolate chip or blueberry if you have it, but plain is fine with me too,” you say, turning to the shelf she’d pointed out with a nudge of her snout. “Did you want the big one or the small one?”
“Whichever is fine, it’s just for the hashbrowns,” she says past the clattering of utensils as she digs through a nearby cabinet behind you. “Don’t know if I have any chocolate chips left, but you could check the freezer for blueberries if you want.”
“You really need the bowl for that?” you ask, chuckling a bit as you pass it to her. 
“What do you mean?” she asks back, a look of confusion now plastered across her features. “How else would you do it?”
“Maybe I’m just an idiot,” you laugh, shrugging as you do. “My mom taught me to do it right over the pan or the cutting board if you’re already using one. She’d always say if you work smarter there’s less dishes to do at the end.”
“Mine was just more of a… by the recipe book kind of cook,” she says, a fond smile forming on her face. “Guess it’s just what I’m used to since I learned everything I know from her.”
“Don’t sweat it, I’m just being dumb,” you say, waving a hand dismissively as you watch her continue to work. “There anything you want me to help out with first or should I just get started on the eggs and stuff?”
“Actually now that you mention it, you mind helping out with the hash browns?” she asks, nodding towards the bag of potatoes to her side. “I’d do it myself but I’m kind of scared of getting fur in them from having to grate so fast. I’ll try to take care of everything else though.”
“Easy enough,” you say, connecting the dots and realizing that’s probably why you’ve never seen many furred anthros working in kitchens and cafeterias growing up. “So what do you do when you have to work with your hands or something? Long gloves?”
“Either that or just like, really tight and tiny arm nets to keep the fur in place,” she says, picking up the carton of milk as she continues to talk. “Huge pain in the ass if you’re trying to work with dough or something, my mom used to always have to grease up her gloves so everything wouldn’t stick.”
“Got a lot more respect for the anthro lunch ladies at my old high school now,” you chuckle, moving everything you’ll need to your side of the kitchen island. “Never really thought about them having trouble in the kitchen.”
“Well, now you know why I take you up on tagging along to your cheat meals,” she laughs, the huge smile she flashes you making your heart flutter a bit.
The two of you continue to work in silence, Ruby working on incorporating the rest of the wet ingredients into her pancake mix as you peel potatoes before grating them into the bowl. It takes you a second to pick up on it, but out of the corner of your eye you can see the diminutive roo swaying slightly as she hums a little melody to herself. You’re content with just watching her dance as she smoothes her mix out with a wooden spoon, not wanting to ruin the moment. Other than the occasional sound of utensils clattering against each other as the two of you shuffle about the kitchen and the rare if loud roars and howls of the wind rushing through the small gaps in the windows, it’s the most peace and quiet you’ve had in a long time. You’re not exactly sure why you feel the way you do, but even doing something as simple as cooking is a lot more enjoyable when you’re with her.It's refreshing to be able to enjoy each other's company even in borderline silence, and you can't remember the last time you experienced anything even close to it. Soon enough, you find yourself also swaying along to her hummed melody, one you notice has been slowly increasing in volume. It's almost scary how in sync with her you seem to be sometimes, wordlessly passing each other everything you need, both your nods and gestures doing all the heavy lifting as silence hangs in the air. You grab a nonstick pan hanging off a hook and put it over one of the gas burners before turning it on, wanting to get started sooner than later on your part of the meal. 
With how distracted you’ve been these last couple minutes focusing on her face and your own prep, you hadn’t even realized that she’s been standing on a small step stool tucked away under the edge of the island this entire time, a small chuckle escaping your lips as you turn back around and get an eyeful. As much as you should be working on cooking the eggs and hash browns, you take a moment to silently observe as she cuts into a pack of sausages, the wannabe chef in you wanting to see how her knife technique is. She seems to be doing fine slicing up the sausages before butterflying them, yet you can't help but wince seeing her fingers not tucked in properly, afraid she might cut herself.
“Hey Ruby,” you say, breaking the silence as you turn the burner down a bit. “You mind if I show you something real quick?”
You saunter over, standing behind and looming over the tiny kangaroo who’s since stopped her chopping to look up at you. She sets down her knife, a mix of amusement and confusion dotting her features.
“Hm?” she asks, her nostrils flaring a bit as her smile widens upon meeting your gaze. “I swear to god if you’re playing some kind of trick on me, Mike…”
“It’s not a trick, I promise,” you say, carefully taking the knife into your hand. “Just worried you’re going to cut yourself if you keep doing it like that.”
“What’s wrong with the way I’m cutting?” she pouts, and you can’t help but smile at the reaction. “It’s how my mom taught me to do it.”
“So much for doing things by the book…” you say, chuckling as her eyes start to narrow a bit.
“Take it back,” she says in mock offense, her gaze now firmly focused on your hands. “I bet my mum could cook circles around you.”
“What, is she going to whip me up some gourmet fairy bread?” you laugh, your other hand reaching for a fresh sausage. “You’re right, no way I could compete with that kind of Australian high cuisine.”
“I… that’s…” she says, your words seemingly having disabled her ability to fire back with a snarky response of her own. “...fairy bread is actually... really good, cunt.”
Now it's your turn to be equally surprised at her words. “You’re fucking with me. No way it’s something you guys actually eat.”
“It is, and it’s fuckin’ delicious,” she says, and you can’t help but smile a bit when her thick tail swats your side slightly. “You’re lucky I forgot to mention the cake sprinkles yesterday or I’d make you some right now.”
“Tell you what,” you say as you grip the knife tightly, bringing it into proper position for cutting. “Let’s make a deal. If you pay attention to this, I promise I’ll give your fairy bread a fair shot.”
She crosses her arms, her gaze still firmly on your dominant hand. “You’re on. Let’s see this ‘legendary’ technique of yours.”
“Gladly,” you say as you tuck your fingertips in behind your knuckles. “So you can either make a claw sort of shape with your hand or have your fingers even more bunched up, but the important thing is that your knuckles are the first and only thing the side of your blade should be touching. Your fingers should be tucked in behind the knuckle so that it can guide your blade as you go along.”
“I thought you were about to chop through that banger in a split second or something mate, not give a whole kitchen safety course,” she chuckles as you continue cycling between the two hand positions. 
“I’m getting to that, trust me. But that’s the beauty of it,” you say as you start to quickly chop through the entire length of the sausage before quickly carving a butterfly shape into each slice. “With your hand like this, you can go as slow or fast as you want since you’ll never be afraid of cutting yourself.”
“So first you’re a cyclops and now you’re moonlighting as Gordon Ramsay or something?” she asks, giggling as you finish chopping. “You really are a man of many talents, Mike.”
You can’t help but feel your cheeks flush a bit as you crack a smile at her compliment, even if slightly sarcastic.
“Alright, your turn to try it,” you say, setting down the knife on the board in front of her. “Put your money where your fairy bread eating mouth is.”
“Bastard,” she says, playfully jabbing you in the gut with an elbow before picking up the knife. “You’re going to change your tune when you actually try it, I swear.”
“We’ll see, we’ll see,” you say, keeping your gaze on her furred hands. “Focus up.”
She attempts to follow your technique as faithfully as possible, though you can tell her fur and paw pads make it harder to maintain a good grip, evident by her clumsy movements. You put your hand over hers, gently guiding her fingers into the right position before pulling back. Out of the corner of your eye, you can see that telltale twitch of the ear you’d come to associate with her embarrassment in the past. Much to your surprise, it doesn’t seem to affect her too badly as she executes your technique at about the same speed.
She sets down the knife before turning around in place on the stool, a proud smirk accenting her already cute facial features. “See, easy.”
“Now I’m not going to have to worry about you chopping your fingers off when I’m not around,” you laugh, relief washing over you. “You can handle the rest on your own, yeah?”
“Just because I teach Kindergarten doesn’t mean I’m a Kindergartener,” she laughs, shaking her head. “I’ll be fine, you big worrywart.”
“Alright, alright,” you say, putting your hands up in mock protest. “I’ll go back to my line cook duty.”
She shakes her head, and you’re proud of managing to get yet another giggle out of her before she turns back around. Content with your impromptu lesson, you season the pile of shredded potatoes in the bowl before slicking up the now searing hot pan with some oil. You drop the potato shreds in and spread them evenly with a pan before turning your attention elsewhere to get another pan started for the eggs.
Before long you’ve finished cooking most of your half of breakfast, and the wonderful and varied smells that remind you of a local diner start to overpower the room. She’s finishing off the last of the pancake mix as you focus on plating the eggs, hash browns and sausage. You’re practically drooling by the time she starts stacking your plates high with soft, fluffy looking pancakes, though you stop yourself from digging in out of respect for her. Her voice softly shakes you from your hunger induced stupor as you bring your attention to a different type of meal.
“You mind taking those plates to the table, Mike?” she asks, nodding towards them. “And uh… what do you want to drink? Juice, milk, water?”
“Orange juice is more than fine with me,” you say, taking the three plates in hand before making your way over to the table. 
You set all three down on one side of the table, and just as you’re about to finish sitting down you feel the tickle of her fur and paw pads as she taps your shoulder.
“Sit over here,” she says, patting the cushion one seat away as she sets down your drinks. “I’ll take that one.”
“Yeah alright, sure I guess,” you say, quickly swapping seats with the kangaroo. “Why’s it matter?”
“Look over there, dork,” she says, moving an errant strand of her messy hair out of the way as she points her snout towards the window. “Figure I’d give you a seat with the best view of outside. Doesn’t really snow often and it felt like it was important to you the one time you mentioned it to me, anyways.”
You can’t help but smile at her considerate act and words, poking at your breakfast with a fork as you try and think of what to say. “...Thanks, Ruby. I’m actually kinda surprised you still remember that.”
“What, you thought I didn’t pay attention to those kinds of things?” she asks jokingly before taking a small sip of her drink. “Usually have a pretty good memory for important stuff like that. Now dig in before your stomach collapses in on itself, we’ve got a workout to get in later.”
It's not surprising to you in the slightest that she's still got exercise on the mind even when you're snowed in, but the more shocking thing is how much your heart flutters, her attentiveness to your stories bringing a wide smile to your lips.
“Alright, alright, fair point,” you say, chuckling to yourself a bit. “You mind passing me the syrup?”
She hands you the small jug and you lather your pancakes in the sticky substance before starting to tear into your meal with the hunger of a thousand men. The two of you eat your breakfast in relative silence, the only sounds in the air those of your utensils clinking against the plates, your waves and gestures to each other more than enough to ask for any little thing either of you might need. You can’t help but stare out the window every chance you get, silently thinking about taking up Ruby on her offer of heading up on the roof. Even with how cold it's been lately, you might not get a chance to experience the snow like this for another couple years. There’s a brief moment where you start to consider heading up there draped in one of her blankets so you don’t freeze to death, though your train of thought is interrupted when you feel her furred hand touch yours.
“Mike?” she asks, cocking her head slightly as one of her ears gives off a slight twitch. “Everything alright?”
“Yeah, yeah, definitely,” you say, shaking your head a bit as you bring your attention back to your food. “Was just thinking about what you said earlier. About going up on the roof.”
“Well your clothes should be done in a little bit,” she says between forkfuls of pancakes. “And if you want, I’ve got a big comforter my mum knitted for me that you could use as a sweater.”
“You sure?” you ask before taking a long drink. “Don’t want to impose and end up ripping it or something.”
“How many times do I gotta tell you not to worry, you dork?” she laughs as she nudges you with her leg under the table. “Even if you do somehow rip it, my mom would kill for an excuse to come over and do a little snooping while she patches it up. Now finish your pancakes, I made way too many to finish on my own.”
“Yes, dear,” you say in a tone absolutely dripping with sarcasm, earning you a gentle tap on the shin from her leg.
“Fuckin’ smartass…” she mumbles, rolling her eyes as she tries and fails to hide her small grin. “...give you an inch and you take a mile.”
You can’t help but chuckle a bit before going back to eating, downright flattered at the extent she’s willing to go to make this happen for you. By the time the two of you are done, there’s not even a single crumb left on the three plates and you lean back in your chair a bit as you sigh in contentment. A part of you is thankful work was likely called off because you’d probably go into a food coma mid-shift after a breakfast this hearty and rich. And yet another part of you thinks you should probably at least text just to make sure you’re not accidentally missing work.
“I’m stuffed,” you groan as you rub a hand on your now slightly bulged abs. “Pancakes and bangers really hit the spot.”
“You know you don’t have to use that word just because I do, you right?” she asks, chuckling softly as she puts her fork down. “Not like I’m gonna give you shit for calling them sausages. The eggs and hashbrowns were great too.”
“I dunno, it’s kinda growing on me. Sounds nicer with your accent though, and besides, I never said you were gonna give me shit,” you say, smiling as you meet her gaze again. “Thanks though, you figure out how to make them taste good when you have them for breakfast every other day.”
“It shows,” she says as she shoves her now empty plate aside. “You want to finish watching the last bit of that movie?”
“Well, I think that depends,” you say, cracking a slight smile as you start to stack the plates. “Are you going to fall asleep on me again like last night?”
“Eat me,” she says, sticking her tongue out at you. “Not my fault I had to stay up late the night before working on curriculum stuff.”
“Don’t kill me for this, but I still can’t picture you teaching a bunch of grade schoolers,” you say, chuckling a bit as you get up. “Not in like a bad way or anything, just that all my teachers were older ladies growing up.”
“Eh, I’m kind of used to it at this point, no worries,” she says, following suit as she starts to pick up the dishes and silverware. “People tend to not take you as seriously when you’re young and haven’t been around very long. Still wouldn’t trade the job for the world though.”
You grab the two cups before following her into the kitchen, gently setting them down in the sink. As much as you probably shouldn’t, you can’t help but chuckle a bit as she kicks the stool from the island over to the sink before stepping onto it.
“How long you been doing the whole teaching thing for, anyway?” you ask as the sound of running water fills your ears. “Also, if you want me to do the dishes I don’t really mind. Least I can do for you letting me stay the night.”
“Well, it’s not like I was going to kick you out after I got you sick,” she says, playfully elbowing you in the side before picking up a plate. “And nah, I got it. Won’t stop ya’ if you feel like drying the dishes though.”
“Think I can manage that before the food coma knocks me on my ass,” you laugh.
“To answer your question though, I think it’s been about three years since I first started?” she says as she passes you a clean dish. “Guess it depends if you count substitute work or not, harder than you’d think to get hired at an elementary school without some prior experience.”
“Can’t imagine it’s super fun having to bounce around from school to school,” you say, grabbing a rag at your side. “How long did you have to do that for?”
“Couple months, could’ve been a lot worse from the stuff I heard,” she shrugs as she picks up the pace. “Heard horror stories about people taking years to even get their foot in the door, so I don’t complain too much about getting saddled with extra work sometimes. It’s worth it for the kids, though.”
“That’s sweet of you to say,” you say, smiling as you set down the final plate. “Glad you didn’t burn yourself out too hard looking for work though, been there and it’s not fun in the slightest.”
“You know, I was going to ask why you’re working at a yogurt place when you could easily make it as a personal trainer,” she chuckles as she reaches to turn the tap off before jumping off the small stool. “Knew I was missing something. What kind of job were you looking for?”
There’s absolutely nothing that could wipe off the huge grin forming on your face from her compliment. “Wouldn’t say I’m quite strong enough to get hired as a trainer just yet, but thanks. Honestly I was just looking for literally anywhere I could use my engineering degree, couldn’t even find a half decent internship opportunity no matter how hard I tried.”
“Cmon, don’t give me that not strong enough nonsense, mister six pack,” she says, smiling as she nudges your abs playfully. “Besides, your cardio game is probably strong enough for it by now thanks to me. Can’t say I would’ve pegged you for an engineer though, guess there’s some brains rattling around in that worrywart skull of yours.”
“What’s that supposed to mean? A guy can’t be buff AND smart?” you ask with a mock pout, trying desperately to hide how much her comments on your physique are making your cheeks burn and heart skip beats. “Jokes aside though, I blame my dad for drilling math into my head since I was a little shit. Best tutor an engineer major could ask for.”
“It’s all starting to come together now…” she laughs as she makes her way towards the living room, you doing your best to follow close behind. “The interest in mechanics… the ancient yet functional car. Kind of reminds me of my dad if I’m being honest. Is that weird?”
You cock your head a little at her words even though she’s only occasionally glancing up at you as she walks. “Eh… only a little. He a big car guy too, I’m guessing?”
“Oh yeah, he loves everything car related to death,” she says as she plops down on the sofa, propping up her legs on the coffee table as you slip past. “If you let him, he'll go on for hours and hours about his project cars and all the parts he wants to order for them. Almost has more cars than kids at this point.”
“Yeah? Sounds like the kinda guy I’d get along with,” you say, highly amused by the mental image as you join her on the couch. “How many siblings you got again?”
“Almost too many to count on both hands,” she says, letting out a big yawn as she stretches. “It’s… interesting growing up with a bunch of siblings.”
“I bet,” you say, chuckling a bit as you imagine a house full of kangaroos hopping around. “Can’t say I know what it’s like though, my parents decided one kid was enough for them. Grew up with some alright close family though, so I can’t complain too much.”
“It’s not all it’s cracked up to be to have siblings, but there’s definitely been times I’ve been grateful to have them,” she says, her smile fading a bit before going back to its cheery self. “My big sister’s been there for me more times than I can count. She pushed me to do the whole teachin’ thing when she figured out it’s what I wanted to do.”
“That’s pretty damn cool of her, honestly,” you say, leaning back into the couch cushions. “She also a teacher?”
She shakes her head before settling in next to you, leaning her head on your shoulder. “Nah, but I think she would’ve made a pretty good one if she bothered to try. She’s pretty good at anything she puts even a little effort into. Kinda why I look up to her so damn much.”
“See, that’s the kind of thing that makes me wish I’d grown up with at least a brother or something,” you say, shivering a bit from both the sensation of her fur on your skin and the bitter cold wafting from the nearby window. “I had probably the best dad you could ask for and there were still times where it would’ve been nice to have someone else to talk to about stuff.”
“You want me to go grab you that shirt?” she asks, clearly having felt you shudder moments ago. “I’d feel really bad if you also caught a cold because of me.”
“I think I’ll be fine, don’t worry,” you laugh, your smile widening from the concern she’s showing. “Just so long as you pass me that blanket over there.”
She quickly looks to the side, grabbing the blanket with both hands and tossing it over to you. The second you feel her head land on your shoulder again as she settles in, you drape the blanket over the both of you, the warmth enveloping you instantly making you let out a sigh of contentment. 
“Better?” she asks, fumbling under the blankets until you see her fish out the TV remote. “And sorry for interrupting you. Does sound kind of rough growing up with no siblings at all. Can’t say all mine are model siblings, but it’s still nice having a couple people you can rely on to pick you up when you’re feeling low.”
“Better. I dunno, I think I make it sound a little worse than it actually was,” you chuckle before letting out another yawn. “Even when it got pretty bad I always had the couple friends I grew up with to fall back on. Kind of fell out of touch with a couple of them after high school, but you know how that is.”
“Honestly don’t think I do,” she says, chuckling a bit weakly. “Didn’t have that many good friends in high school on account of school hopping a bunch halfway through. Lily was my best friend back then but I still keep in touch with her all the time. Wasn’t really much of a social butterfly honestly, kinda kept to myself a lot.”
“Same here for the most part, though I’d talk to a lot of people here and there just on account of accidentally being the class clown,” you say, laughing a bit when you think back to some of your more fond memories. “Guess not that much has changed according to you, huh?”
“You still seem like a pretty dorky clown to me,” she chuckles, nudging against you before she moves to turn the TV on. “So yeah, I guess nothing’s really changed too much.”
“Well if you want to put like that…” you say, shifting beneath the blankets to put an arm around her. “I could always go the whole nine yards, buy a clown nose and shoes to go with it. I’m sure everyone would get a  kick  out of it.”
“Alright, alright, I get it,” she says, trying and failing to stifle her soft laughter. “I demote you from your clown status down to just a regular old dork.”
“Thank you,” you say, your amused smile carrying well after she’s stopped laughing. “I expect my certificate in the mail.”
“So… where’d we leave off yesterday?” she asks, flying through the chapters on the screen with each press of the remote. “I’ve watched this movie so many times I don’t think I can trust my memory on it.”
“I want to say it was like…” you say, doing your best to rack your memory despite the quickly setting in brain fog as a result of the absolute feast of a breakfast you’d had. “The last thirty minutes? I honestly have no clue when you fell asleep, I was too busy watching the movie.”
“Watching, or looking away every time there was a scare?” she asks, giggling a little bit as she digs her snout a bit deeper into the crook of your shoulder.
As much as you want to object, you’re oddly distracted by her sudden closeness to you. Compared to how you felt yesterday when she snuggled up close, you feel as cool as a cucumber right now. No pang of anxiety welling up in the pit of your stomach, no worrying about being too close, no burn- okay, maybe you could still feel a little bit of that burning feeling in your cheeks. Was that really all that's been holding the two of you from feeling at ease with one another? Just a silly label? Things feel like they're going almost too smoothly, having only met her a month ago with the two of you now 'dating', yet you can't deny that you do like her. Is it really okay to be moving along this quickly, with everything that happened up to this point? Was everything really water under the bridge? Before your train of thought can go into overdrive, you’re interrupted by the feeling of a cool paw pad on your nose.
“Mike?” she asks, looking up at you as she cocks her head a bit, nose and ears twitching slightly. “Everything alright?”
“Of course,” you say, doing your best to come up with something to cover with. “Was just thinking about how I didn’t get scared once throughout the whole movie.”
“Oh no, you’re not going to weasel out of this one that easily,” she says, nudging you as a small grin starts to take over her concerned expression. “You’re lucky I’ve got fur or you’d be able to see when you dug your fingers into my hand every time there was a jumpscare.”
“All I’m hearing you say is that you’ve got no proof,” you say, doing your best to muster a smug grin. “Innocent until proven guilty and all that, no?”
“You’re lucky you make a nice pillow,” she says, borderline nuzzling the side of her head against your bare skin. “Or I’d call you out every time you get jumpscared.”
Having seen most of the rest of the movie after she passed out, there’s not much to be scared of as the two of you quietly continue to watch. As much as you’d like to say you’re paying attention to the movie, it’d be a lie if you even came close to saying as much. Instead, you’re too busy stealing glances at the smiling kangaroo, entranced with a movie she’s probably watched tens of times if her enthusiasm and sizable collection is anything to go by. As she adjusts herself against your arm and clings tighter to it, you can’t help but let out a small sigh of contentment as that lovely feeling of her soft, silky fur brushing against your bare skin almost makes you shudder once more as your skin breaks out into goosebumps. It makes you feel like you’re being tickled, but it’s a small price to pay to see her enjoying herself like this, so you choose to let it happen without saying a word. You shift your arm a bit to bring her even closer to you, smiling when you see that telltale twitch of her ears accompanied by a small thud every time the tip of her massive tail slaps against the couch. Even if her body didn’t practically spell out how she feels about the gesture, you’re pretty confident that you’re to blame for the sudden widening of her smile. You find yourself taken aback at how something so small can bring you so much joy, dwelling on the thought even as you bring your attention back to the movie, the titular ‘thing’ being blown into a million pieces as the station is destroyed.
Not in a thousand years would you have figured her to be a horror movie buff, but you’re more than happy to watch and listen to her gush about them even if it comes at the expense of your lifespan from all the heart attacks they give you. The movie finishes a short while later and as the credits start to roll, Ruby brings her attention back to you. While it’s not the first or even second time you’ve seen her with her hair let down, today marks the first day you’ve seen her hazelnut brown hair in its natural let down and curly state. It only serves to call more attention to those hypnotic amber eyes that you already frequently find yourself getting lost in.
“So, what’d you think?” she asks, derailing your train of thought by pushing against you as she sits upright a bit and looks to you expectantly for an answer. “Assuming you watched most of it…”
“Har har, very funny,” you say, your tone doing little to hide your small smile. “I liked it though, lived up to all the things I’d heard about it from you and a bunch of friends.”
“Good, good,” she says before blowing an errant strand of her own hair out of the way. “For a second I was worried you’d have awful taste in movies.”
“Only in puns and dad jokes, from what I’m told,” you say, laughing a bit as you continue to drink in this side of her you’re not used to seeing. “Got anything else you feel like watching from your great library of horror?”
“Oh come on, it’s not a library,” she says, softly socking you in the arm with her fist. “Well, at least not yet it’s not. And yeah, there’s a couple other ones but didn’t you want to go up on the roof?”
“Ah yeah,” you say, your gaze drifting up to the window to her side. “So long as that blanket offer is still on the table, anyway.”
“Mmmh,” she groans as she starts to pull away before breaking into a stretch. “Course’ it is. Should go check if your shirt is done drying too. Back in a sec, stay put.”
“Don’t worry, I’m not going to wander into traffic or anything,” you chuckle, earning you a shake of her head and a rolling of the eyes from her. 
You’re treated to a nice view of her shapely ass as she walks away, though it doesn’t last very long as she disappears around the corner in a few seconds. It gives you some more time to appreciate how nice her place is, not having gotten this good a look at things the last time you’d invited yourself over. The nice furniture that dots every part of the living room, dining room and kitchen makes the apartment feel much more luxurious than it probably is, and for a moment you wonder if she’d decorated it herself. There’s definitely a personal touch here, but nothing quite like some of the things you’d seen in her bedroom. You’re not sure what you’d been expecting to see there, but movie and band posters covering part of the walls were definitely not high on your list of guesses. It only drives into your head that you still have a lot to learn about her, given that even after a month of spending most of your free time together you’re still seeing new sides of her. You start to think about grabbing a drink but as you start to stand up you’re greeted by the sight of her rounding the corner.
“Here, catch,” is the first thing you hear her say before your still warm shirt is launched at your chest. “Think pretty much all the smell washed out. Hope you don’t mind the soap I used.”
You bring the shirt up to your nose and take an inhale, only getting strong notes of lavender and nothing else. 
“Smells like it’s brand new,” you say, smiling from ear to ear from her little gesture. “Thanks.”
“Nothing to thank me for,” she says, waving a paw dismissively as she fidgets in place a bit. “My fault it even had to get washed in the first place.”
“You know, for someone who calls me a worrywart all the damn time…” you say as you start to get the shirt over your head. “...you sure do sweat the little things sometimes.”
“Can’t help it,” she says, sheepishly smiling a bit as she gives a half hearted shrug. “Hard habit to put to sleep when you work at a school, always gotta be worried about the little tykes. And it’s not just a ‘little thing’ Mike, I pretty much poisoned you.”
“Ruby, I’m fine,” you say, as you iron out some of the wrinkles in the shirt with your hands. “I promise.”
“Hmph,” she says, her ears fidgeting and twitching even more as she crosses her arms. “It’s not that I don’t believe you, just… have a hard time taking things at face value sometimes.”
“Join the club,” you say, smiling as you joke at your own expense. “You ready to go freeze our asses off up there?”
“We’ll be fine you big baby,” she says, a bit of her upbeat demeanor coming back to her as she gently nudges you with her elbow. “I’d loan you my winter gloves too but somehow I don’t think they’d fit you at all.”
“I think they’d fit,” you smile as you prepare to deliver an awful joke. “So long as you don’t mind them being fingerless afterwards.”
“Just when I think the jokes can’t get any worse…” she says, shaking her head a bit as she chuckles to herself. “Ya’ have to go and prove me wrong. Stay put and I’ll go grab the blanket you goofball.”
“Yes, maam,” you say, earning you another wordless roll of the eyes as she darts off towards her bedroom.
She returns a short while later with the huge knitted quilt in her arms, practically covering her entire upper body and face from the sheer size of it.
“Here you go,” she says, extending her arms out to offer it to you. “Should at least keep you warm for a little while.”
“God, you weren’t kidding,” you say, chuckling to yourself a bit as you unfurl it, taking in the little details on it. “Did your mom actually knit this whole thing on her own?”
“Yeah…” she says, sheepishly rubbing at the back of her neck out of what you think is embarrassment. “She made one for me and every sibling. Still keep it around for when I’m feeling down, it reminds me of home a lot. Even took it with me when I went off to college, helped with the homesickness.”
“That’s actually really thoughtful of her,” you say, resisting the urge to call it cute. “Must’ve been nice to have something like this away from home. Only thing I had like this is the old soccer ball me and my dad used to kick around all the time.”
You don’t want to pry too much more considering she already seems slightly embarrassed by your questions, but you do find the little kangaroos and boomerangs weaved throughout oddly endearing. In the interest of saving her from getting too flustered, you drape the blanket over yourself.
“So, how’s it look on me?” you ask, instantly feeling the warmth and comfort of the soft material washing over you. 
“Think if I stepped back really really far I could confuse you for an old granny,” she says, laughing a little bit. “A really tall and buff old lady, but still an old lady.”
“You’d think I was one already with how you wanted to help me walk last night,” you say, hoping it’s still not a sore subject for her.
“Dick,” she says, earning you a soft love tap to the arm. “Come on, let’s get going before it stops snowing.”
You follow her to the door, and she jumps up to grab her small jacket from the coat rack, throwing it on as the two of you step outside. You immediately feel the familiar chill you’d felt earlier this morning when stepping near the window, but multiplied by what feels like a factor of ten. Your teeth chatter a bit as you bring the blanket even tighter around yourself to preserve as much body heat as you can as you follow her down the stone steps. She walks around the corner, nearly bumping into her as she comes to an abrupt stop.
“Right there,” she says, pointing a furred finger towards what you can only describe as a fire escape ladder of sorts. “Just mind your step, don’t want you to slip or anything. Gets kind of icy sometimes.”
“Noted,” you say as you watch her start to climb the rungs carefully. 
Once she’s given you enough room to start the ascent yourself, you follow close behind until eventually the two of you reach the top. There’s a thin layer of snow covering the roof with a slightly raised edge to it, but unfortunately not enough to put together a proper snowball. Despite that, you still can’t help but to dig your hand into it when the two of you come to a stop, frostbite be damned. The sensation brings back fond memories of days when you’d made snow angels and had snowball fights with your dad, something that puts the beginnings of a wide grin on your face. You watch as she walks over to a small concrete pillar, wondering what she’s doing as she bends down. She raises a small tarp and comes away with what looks to be two small folding chairs, perfectly dry and intact despite the weather.
“You really are prepared for everything, aren’t you?” you ask, chuckling a bit as she makes her way back to you. “Pouch snacks, roof chairs, what’s next? Gonna pull out two cold ones from the snow?”
“You know, that’s not a bad idea,” she says, handing one of the chairs to you before unfolding hers and setting it relatively close to the edge. “I’ll have to keep it in mind for next time.”
You can’t help but smile a bit at the fact that she’s already thinking about making this a regular thing. She slumps down onto the chair and you do the same, scooting over to get even closer to her. You decide to do the right thing and share part of the blanket with her, feeling her jump a bit in surprise as you drape one side of it over her in what feels like a flash. She turns to face you, wordlessly giving you a small smile as she shakes her head ever so slightly.
"Even when you're freezing your ass off, you still manage to be a complete goober. Are all humans this like this, or are you just a special case?" she asks, smiling as she also scoots her chair a bit closer to ease into your kind gesture.
“And who said I was freezing my ass off?” you say, a smirk tugging at the corners of your mouth.
“Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten how good my sense of hearing is already,” she says, a bit of that same smugness seemingly rubbing off on her. “Could hear your teeth clicking up a storm from a mile away, ya’ dork.”
“I… ah, you know what, even I can’t talk my way out of that one,” you say, chuckling as you take turns drinking in the beauty of both the view in front of you and her even more gorgeous smile. “Blanket helps but it doesn’t completely stop the wind.”
“Well if it gets too bad just say the word and we can go back down,” she says, doing her best to lean against you despite the chair arm in between the two of you. “Could also try to… warmyouupifyouwant. I- well, I kind of owe you as much for all the times you did the same for me.”
Not in a million years could you hope to stifle the huge grin forming on your face right now, doing your best to meet her gaze as she does her best to break off eye contact. Despite her shooting out the words rapidfire, you understood her offer perfectly, and you hope your expression doesn’t seem too amused at both her offer and what seems to be embarrassment. You bring your arm around to wrap it around her, pulling her close in an effort to dispel the notion that you’d turn such a considerate gesture down.
“Ah, you don’t owe me anything,” you chuckle, smiling as you idly rub her shoulder. “Won’t say no to it though, might stop you from having to lug an ice sculpture back down.”
She lays her head against your shoulder, letting out what almost sounds like one of her trademark muffled snorts before sighing in contentment. “Don’t get too excited now… not a whole lot of fur to go around. Especially for a bloke your size and these chairs don’t exactly make it easy.”
“I’ll be happy with whatever I can get. Promise,” you smile, squinting a bit as you’re met with the brightness of the afternoon sun head-on.
You can’t help but notice her ears twitch just a bit more erratically at your words, the tip of her tail joining in on the fun by carving slight trails in the unpacked snow below.
“Can you feel that?” you ask, trailing off as you try and fail to word your question properly.
“Feel what?” she asks, cocking her head as she turns her attention solely on you again.
“That thing your ears and tail do when you’re… flustered?” you ask, half thinking you’ve completely beefed your wording here. “Don’t get me wrong, it’s really cute, but I’ve always wondered. Always felt like it might be rude to ask.”
“I’m not… It’s not-” she says, huffing a bit in what you know by now is mock annoyance, the tinge of pink slowly creeping in the part of her ears where her fur thins out giving away the game. “Kinda, I guess? I can feel them moving but it’s not the same as uh… touching something with your fingers since it’s kinda involuntary. Closest thing I can compare it to is like, when you twitch and jerk yourself awake before you fall asleep?”
“So if you wanted to, could you move them whenever you want?” you ask, your gaze still focused directly on her. “Kind of like how some of us can wiggle their ears?”
“Don’t really know how it is for most other anthros but I definitely can,” she says, breaking eye contact to look down at her tail. “Just takes… a little focus.”
You watch in interest as her thick tail goes from idly moving around and tracing old trails to lifting off the snow, coming to rest idly on her lap in the span of what feels like only a few seconds.
“See?” she asks, the tip of her tail slightly rubbing against one of your pant legs. “It’s not perfect but it’ll listen… for the most part. Kind of the same thing for the ears, but it’s way harder. Didn’t know you guys could move your ears too though.”
“Some of us can do it easy, some can’t,” you say, closing your eyes briefly as you try to focus solely on showing her what you mean. “See?”
“That’s a cute party trick,” she giggles, her praise once again not failing to make your heart skip a beat. “You show that to all the girls?”
“Just the pretty ones,” you fire back, the corners of your mouth tugging back into a smirk when your words instantly earn you a physical reaction from her.
“F-fuckin’ hell…” she mumbles, trying to avoid your gaze as those little tics of hers start to flare up again. “Always catching me off guard with those. Don’t always have to keep the charm turned up to 11 now that we’re… sort of a thing, Casanova.”
“Wouldn’t that make it an even better time then?” you say, chuckling to yourself a bit as you hold her even tighter to you. “Don’t know about charm though, I just blunder my way through this kinda stuff.”
“I guess…” she mumbles, though she leans even further into your slight embrace as she finally finds the confidence to look you in the eye again. “That’s really sweet of you to say still.”
“Guess that means I’m doing something right,” you say, sighing as you take in another good look at the now sun and snow kissed landscape before you. “I’ll take that as a good sign.”
“Don’t go getting too cocky now. Can’t have you flying away from me if your ego gets too inflated,” she says, giving you a love tap to the chest as she also turns her attention to the view. “So, what do you think? Does it live up to the last time it snowed?”
“Less snow, prettier view, but you know what’s the exact same as I remember?” you ask, a grin preemptively erupting on your face as you know exactly what you’re about to say.
“What’s that?” she asks, stealthily nuzzling up to you as you continue to rub her arm lightly.
“The fact that I’m spending the day with someone I care about,” you say, watching her intently as you silently hope you haven’t overstepped your boundaries.
Her ears twitch in rhythm with the swaying of her tail, and despite her silence, you don’t worry too much, the things she said earlier making you confident she’d take your words fine.
“Ruby? You alright?” you ask, hoping your voice isn’t absolutely dripping with concern.
“Yeah, y-yeah,” she manages to stutter out before taking a deep breath, your observant eye catching a hint of wetness in her eye before she brings up a furred finger to soak it up. “F-fuck, sorry… j-just caught me a lot off guard there. Been a while since anyone said something like that and I felt like they meant it.” 
Her words hit you like a ton of bricks, and you find yourself frozen for a moment as you’re left borderline speechless. Despite that, you decide to act sooner rather than later.
“C’mere,” you say, contorting your body to pull her into an awkward sort of hug.
She seems to resist it a bit at first, flinching away slightly at the close contact before letting herself be enveloped by your broad arms beneath the blanket. Memories of the night she’d broken down on you come flooding back as she leans forward and rests her snout against your shoulder. The wetness and relative silence are a far cry to the ugly sobbing you’d been witness to before and yet, you feel just as bad for her now as you had then.
“It’s alright, Ruby…” you say, idly stroking her back with your free hand as you try your best to just let her get it out of her system. “I’m here.”
The longer the two of you embrace, the more difficult it becomes to hold the position that’d make even a contortionist jealous. You decide to put your hours at the gym to good use by gently nudging her off the seat and onto you, making things a little more comfortable for the both of you. For how comparatively tiny she is, you're surprised by how much weight you feel atop you, her body relaxing as your arms embrace her, your touch giving her the push she needs to start shedding away the layers of stress. Her furred hands fidget and roam across your arms as she does her best to keep her gaze away from yours as you try to massage the worries out of her. She’s so close to you that you can feel her quickened heartbeat against your clothed chest, her own heaving and rising at a pace that matches her erratic breathing. Every deep breath she takes you can hear clearly, her snout even closer to your ear than before. You hate seeing her like this, and even though you know it’s not your fault in the slightest, you wish you could do more for the poor girl. You quickly remind yourself that just being there for her is more than enough, the memories of her pep talks flooding in, of her doing the same when you needed it most. As the embrace goes on, you find yourself getting even closer as your head rests snugly alongside hers, the bitter windchill that occasionally breaks through the blanket and fur barrier the absolute least of your problems.
“I’m s-sorry,” is the first thing that breaks the awkward silence that had permeated the air for the last few minutes, and you hear her audibly swallow and sniffle a bit as she regains her composure. “Don’t know why that… made me feel like such a wreck. S-stupid.”
“You want to talk about it a little?” you ask, offering what you hope is a calming smile as she finally starts to look towards you again. “Always helps me.”
“M-maybe…” she mutters, her ear folding at the tip slightly as she continues to grasp your back tightly. “Kind of just want to think about anything else right now.”
“It’s fine. Don’t have to if you don’t want to,” you say, bringing your free hand around to rest on the side of her head that isn’t buried in your chest. “Want to hear some more dumb snow stories from me?”
Even as her head is pressed tightly to you, she manages to nod out her silent approval before she goes back to wiping her misty eyes against the fabric of your shirt. It stings every time you feel a small damp patch, but you decide to press on with her request in an attempt to try and help her forget. Your train of thought however, is stopped dead in it's tracks when you see her bring up a hand to fiddle with the pendant hanging from her neck. There's the barest hint of a smile starting to form on her face as she looks down at it, and it only emboldens your desire to comfort her.
“Think I’ll start with the best one first,” you say, her contagious smile spreading to you as your thumb idly strokes an ear that just refuses to sit still. “The first snowball fight I ever had. Gave my dad a hell of a black eye on accident.”
“How’d you do that?” she asks in a soft, whisper quiet tone in between sniffles.
“Since it was my first time ever seeing snow, it’s not like I had any sort of snowball fight experience,” you say, chuckling as you mentally relive the memory. “I’d seen people do it on TV and stuff, so I just kind of tried to do the same thing. And me being the dumbass kid I was, I packed the tightest snowball you’d ever laid your eyes on thinking that was how you were supposed to do it. Thing was a solid ball of ice, absolutely fucking deadly.”
“Oh god,” she says, her voice growing a little more confident and that uneasy smile finally steadying as she closes her paw around the necklace. “He didn’t show you how to make one? Only ever seen snow a couple times but even I know how to make one.”
You don't want to bring it up now that she seems to be in better spirits, but it makes you unreasonably happy to know she appreciates your gift that much. Before she looks up and realizes you're staring, you decide to continue with your story.
“In fairness to my dad, I don’t think he’d ever seen snow before either,” you say, chuckling a little bit as you adjust your position so she doesn’t slide off you. “Think I did it while he was talking to my mom about something. So then I chuck the damn thing full speed and it smacks him in the face so hard it almost knocked him on his ass. I felt awful the rest of the day, even ended up crying because my mom freaked out so hard. He took it like a champ though, shrugged it off and taught me how to make one the right way.” 
“More I hear about your dad the cooler of a guy he sounds like,” she giggles, most traces of her sudden shift in mood pretty much gone by now. “Guess I can see how you turned out such a considerate goober now…”
“Being a goober and dork is genetic, I guess,” you smile back at her, your own mood improving just from seeing her back to her usual self. “I’m choosing to take that as a compliment though. And wait, I thought you said you hadn’t seen snow before?”
“I said I’d never seen it snow here , Mike,” she says, gently pressing a paw pad against your nose to drive her point home. “Parents moved us more times than we could count, until they finally ended up settling here. Spent a lot of time up north, rural sorta areas. Definitely got cold enough to snow most years.”
“You’re lucky there’s not enough snow on the ground up here or I’d challenge you to a snowball fight,” you laugh, sneaking another brief glimpse of the wonderful view in front of you. “Really put that money where your mouth is.”
“I dunno mate…” she says, her grip on you loosening a bit as she readjusts herself against you. “Think you’d lose against me ten times out of ten. Besides, don’t think you’ve got enough clothes to last very long in the cold. Speaking of, gimme your hands, I can feel how cold they are on my ears.”
“Next time I’ll actually remember to bring a coat and gloves over,” you say, taking your hands off her and bringing them down within her reach. “I’m kind of an idiot for forgetting.”
“Not like you could’ve known it was going to be this cold in October,” she says, cupping her furred hands around yours before rubbing back and forth. “Hopefully this helps a little.”
“We’re definitely even now on warming each other up,” you laugh, letting out a small sigh of contentment as the contrast in both temperature and texture from her fur and paw pads makes your skin break out into goosebumps. “That actually… feels really, really nice.”
 “Can’t be that good,” she says, a little smile creeping up on her face. “Can it?”
“I mean… it’s not something I’d lie abou-” you say, interrupted by a shudder of pleasure that rips through you like lightning. “...a-about. Well, is that proof enough for you?”
“Maybe,” she says, laughing softly as she continues to rub her hands against yours. “Your body has always been more honest than your mouth. Whether that’s something you know or not.”
“Oh yeah?” you ask in a tone that hopefully doesn’t make you sound too eager. “How do you figure that, then?”
“Maybe the fact that I can hear your heartbeat thumping like a piston every time we’ve held hands,” she giggles as she squeezes you tight, her fingers interlocking with yours as you feel the rough pads slowly massaging you. “Or the fact that you almost crushed my fingers into paste while we were watching The Thing despite insisting you weren’t scared.”
“You’re bullshitting me,” you say, raising an eyebrow at her. “There’s no way your hearing is good enough to hear my heartbeat from that far away.”
“See how you didn’t actually deny either of those?” she asks as the smuggest possible grin starts to overtake her features. “I’m being serious, by the way. Not like I can do it from across the room or anything, but I can feel it without being close up.”
“I think I’m starting to rub off on you,” you laugh as you struggle to come up with a good rebuttal. “You’re getting way too good at pulling one over on me.”
“Learned from the best,” she says as she nuzzles into you a bit more, your face mere inches away from hers. “You want to tell me another story about the snow?”
“Actually…” you say as you start to pull away a bit, tightening your light grip on her hand. “I was kind of hoping you'd tell me some of yours.”
“You really want to hear em?” she asks, the small twitches of her ears only accentuating her nervousness. “They’re probably not all that interesting, really.”
“Come on,” you say, playfully nudging her with your shoulder as you flash her a smile. “I told you about my embarrassing childhood, only fair you spill some of the beans too.”
“Fine, fine, I’ll tell ya,” she says, giving in to your well meaning teasing. “But only the ones having to do with the snow. You’re not getting everything else that easily, dork.”
“I’ll settle for that,” you say, laying your head back even more in the somewhat uncomfortable chair as you pull the quilt closer, forming a small cocoon against the cold wind.
The two of you share a small smile in silence as she tilts her snout downwards a bit, seemingly trying to think up something to share with you. You’ve known her to be pretty reluctant to talk about this sort of personal stuff in the past, and you’re quietly hoping this’ll mark a small stride forward for her.
“Guess there’s that time… no, wait, that was something else,” she says, closing her eyes before shaking her head a bit. “Maybe the-”
“You’re overthinking it,” you say, freeing one of your hands to wrap around the small kangaroo once more. “Just tell me about the very first time you ever got to see snow.”
“Okay, the first time, uh…” she says, mumbling before trailing off as she tries to pull herself back together. “I don’t remember it super well, but there’s a couple fuzzy things. Still remember when my big sister woke me and my brothers up first thing in the morning. Practically dragged us outta bed and told us to get dressed for something. If it wasn’t for her looking so excited I would’ve thought something bad happened.”
“Could’ve used a sister like her growing up honestly, some days not even an earthquake could’ve gotten me out of bed,” you say, laughing a bit at the mental image. “So what, she took you guys outside or something?”
“Yeah, remember thinking I was dreaming since I’d always wanted to see snow,” she says, her face lighting up much like yours does every time you think back on old memories. “All the movies my siblings liked to watch had snow, and every time the season for it rolled around I remember praying for it. Even put it on my list for Santa Claus one year, but sadly it didn't really come true.”
“Must’ve gotten lost in the mail on the way to Santa,” you laugh, remembering all the excuses you’d been through as a kid. “That’s what my dad would always tell me anyway.”
“Besides that, my sister taught us how to snowball fight and we’d do that most of the time,” she says, idly walking her fingers up your arm. “Can’t really think of much else that’s super memorab- oh! Holy shit, I almost forgot about the pouch incident!” 
“T-the pouch incident?” you say, nearly choking on your own saliva as you struggle to stifle your laughter. “You’re fucking with me, right?”
“I’m being serious!” she says, laughing as she nudges you firmly enough to shift you a bit in your seat. “I don’t remember it all that well but I know that for some reason I decided to try and keep some snowballs in my pouch when we were fighting one time. Ended up almost giving myself frostbite down there by accident. Jade had to bring me inside and use a blow dryer on my pouch to dry me off so I wouldn’t end up catching a cold.”
You can’t help but laugh a little bit at her expense, the mental image of her having a pouch full of snow and water a little too funny to keep yourself in check. “I’m sorry… for some reason that’s really funny to think about.”
“It’s not funny, you big goober,” she says, flicking your nose with a finger to make you flinch away. “It’s actually really annoying for us to clean down there, and you don’t really want to get it wet or you’ll end up getting that wet… roo smell.”
“So wait, what about when you need to take a shower or go swimming?” you ask, genuinely intrigued. “Do you just tape it off or something?”
“Kind of, I guess?” she says, shrugging her shoulders a bit before pulling the blanket over herself some more. “They sell these showercap kinda things for your pouch that are sealed and catch most of the water. Still have to dry off after sometimes, but it’s not so bad so long as it’s not totally soaked.”
“Sounds like a pain in the ass to have to dry all your fur off every time you go for a shower though,” you say, squinting a bit as the sun starts to get in your eyes. “Probably takes forever too.”
“It does, especially when you’ve only got a blow dryer and not one of those fancy full body ones,” she says, slowly interlocking her fingers with yours as she continues to speak. “Best money I’ve ever spent, honestly.”
You don't object in the slightest to the way she's slowly getting closer to you, her warmth and weight against you downright distracting as you listen to her talk. “So that’s why they put those things in the gym lockers, huh? I think I might be an idiot for not making that connection before.”
“Can’t blame ya, it’s like a fifty-fifty chance they even have them in your apartment these days,” she says, and you can see her eyes flutter a bit as she nuzzles her head against you again. “Can’t imagine it’s cheap to put ‘em in every unit. Plus, it’s not like you guys need them.”
“Dunno, I think if you saw my dad you’d disagree,” you laugh. “Guy looks like a fuckin bear when he doesn’t shave, probably weighs ten more pounds fresh out of the shower.”
“Does the same thing happen to you then?” she asks, tapping her furred finger against your stubble covered chin.
“Only if I stop shaving for a while,” you say, the tickle of her fur feeling oddly nice against the firm hairs. “Why, would you rather I grow it out?”
“Up to you, only ever seen you like this. But I think you’d look handsome either way,” she says, flashing you a small smile.
The compliment on your looks makes your cheeks burn hard, especially since you know her to be pretty honest about this stuff. “Thanks. You uh… feel up to talking about what was bothering you earlier?”
“Yeah, I think so,” she says, softly nodding her head. “Don’t even know where to start really. I just… hope you don’t think it’s your fault. It’s not.”
“I know,” you say, tightening your grip on her hand to drive your words home. “Still makes me worried when you get like that, you know? Makes my stomach sink every time.”
“I’m sorry… I don’t want you to feel like that around me,” she says, offering up a sympathetic half smile for a brief moment. “I don’t know, no matter how hard I try to not think about the stuff sometimes it feels like an uphill battle. How can you just… not feel like shit when you’re reminded of awful things? Feel like a stunted idiot every time it happens.”
You take a second to choose your words carefully, not wanting to give shoddy, uncalculated advice to the clearly frustrated and fed up girl, tightening your grip and pulling her closer all the while.
“You don’t, really. Take it from me, you just learn how to deal with that stuff better over time,” you say, letting out a small sigh. “It might always bother you a little bit when you think about it, but the less power over you it has, the easier it is to just brush off and not let it get to you as much.”
“Yeah, but how do you do that?” she asks, her previously soft tone now accented by slight exasperation. “I don’t know how to give it less power. I think about it even for a tiny bit and it just sours my whole mood for a while, I fucking hate it.”
“I think that kind of depends on what exactly it is,” you say bluntly, not wanting to sugarcoat something so serious. “Could be as easy as distracting yourself or as hard as talking it out a bunch with someone.”
“I… don’t really know that I want to get into all the details,” she says, squeezing down on your hand tightly. “But I’ll at least sorta explain it. Maybe it’ll make more sense to you then.”
“You’ve got me until you and this blanket stop keeping me warm,” you say, hoping a little bit of humor might lift her spirits some. “Really though, take your time.”
“Where do I even start?” she asks, leaning her head back even further against you as she tries to maintain eye contact. “Again, it’s not your fault at all. It just reminded me of a really bad day I had when I was younger. Remember just running up into my room and crying into my pillow. Didn’t even help too much since Jade showed up to check on me after a little while. What you said made me think of what she told me when she was sitting there stroking my hair and back.”
“What exactly did she say then?” you ask, hoping to get her to budge a little bit more. “Can’t imagine it was anything bad, right? Your sister seemed like a pretty cool person from what you told me.”
“No, no, it wasn’t anything even close to bad,” she says, and you can feel her tail swishing against your legs as she continues to speak. “That’s why it makes me feel stupid that it gets to me so much. She was there to console me and when I told her she didn’t have to be here, she said she cared about me a lot. Almost exactly the way you said it. And hearing it from you brought me right back to that moment, since besides Lily and my family, I’ve never really heard it from people.”
“So why does it make you sad to remember your sister being sweet?” you ask, half confused at her explanation.
“It’s not that bit that makes me sad, it’s remembering the stuff she said right after that,” she says, her voice growing even quieter as she takes on a dejected tone. “She was supposed to go off to some really nice college in another state she’d gotten accepted to, but she told me decided to take another gap year because of me. I felt happy at the time but then… it just turned into guilt when I realized she’d given up her freshman year with friends just to stay closer to me because I was having trouble. Because she knew I didn’t really have anyone else but Lily back then and she was one of the only people who really understood what was going on with me.”
She sucks in a deep breath before letting out a long, exasperated sigh. You can feel her rapid, erratic heartbeat as you pull her even tighter against you, wanting nothing more than to soothe her worries. Against your better judgment, you decide to let your mouth get ahead of your brain.
“I’m sorry you had to go through that,” you say, idly stroking your shoulder with your free hand prompting her to squeeze down a bit on your hand. “Nobody should feel like they have something like that hanging over their head, much less a kid.”
“It’s fine…” she mutters, choosing to stare at your arm instead of making eye contact with you. “It’s just… I’ve apologized, tried to make up for that year I stole from her, pretty much everything I can think of to try and make myself feel like I don’t owe her. Nothing really helped too much. If anything it made me feel worse because it feels like I failed at doing that too. I know she’s my sister and she did it because she loves and cares about me, but I still feel awful for holding her back like that. Makes me feel like a burden.”
“Hey, c'mon… don’t talk about yourself like that. You’re not a burden, Ruby,” you say, running your fingers through her fur. “Your sister did all that because she wanted to, not because you forced her. You recognize she sacrificed something for you, and you tried to make up for it, but that doesn’t mean you should beat yourself up fore-”
Your impassioned speech is stopped dead in its tracks by an ungodly loud noise blaring from your pockets, one you immediately recognize as your ringtone. She’s just as startled as you are by it, and the two of you narrowly avoid sliding to the ground as she holds onto your shirt for dear life. The two of you manage to stabilize and for a brief second, you’re left staring at each other with slightly shaken expressions. She’s the first to move her lips, bringing your attention back to the source of the noise.
“You gonna get that?” is all she asks as she nods down towards your pocket. “Go ahead, I don’t mind. Could be important.”
Her expression and the words coming from her mouth both seem genuine, but right now the last thing you want to do is pick up your phone. You’re already upset by the call knocking you off balance, both physically and mentally. On top of that, you’re afraid of making Ruby feel even more unimportant than she already feels she is. You decide to trust your gut on this one, letting it ring since both of your hands are presently occupied by your girlfriend.
“I’m just going to let it ring,” you say bluntly, offering a half smile as the song continues to play before cutting off in its entirety. “Whatever it is, it’s not important right now.”
She doesn’t seem entirely convinced, but you do see the hints of a small smile starting to form on her features. Whether that’s from your words and actions or something else, you’re not sure but it does make you smile in turn.
“Are you sure?” she asks, and as if the stars had aligned to fuck up your time with her, the ridiculously loud melody starts to fill the air again.
“Fucking goddamnit,” you curse just loud enough for her to hear before letting out a frustrated sigh. “I’m really sorry about this. Don’t usually get calls this early and I don’t want to pick up and interrupt ou-”
Your frantic words are cut short by Ruby’s gentle touch, more specifically, her bringing a furred finger up to your lips. “Michael. I can handle waiting a second while you take a phone call. Even if you’re not going to pick it up, at least check who it is. Could be your dad calling about an emergency for all you know.”
Her saying your full first name while being that direct with you both flusters you and gives you a much needed reality check. As much as you hate to admit it, you know she’s right, and that feeling only grows with each passing second. You’d hate to be the one on the other end of the line.
“Alright, I’ll be real quick,” you say, half smiling as you awkwardly remove your arm from around her, twisting just enough to give yourself enough leeway to reach your pocket.
The pins and needles feeling from your long asleep leg makes you softly grunt as you strain to fish the phone out, a quick glance down showing the caller ID to be none other than your best friend, Kevin. You slide your finger to decline the call before unlocking your phone and opening your messaging app.
You quickly tap the text out while glancing up to see Ruby staring down at the snow below. ‘rly busy rn call u in 30 min’
Not even thirty seconds later you hear that familiar ding and you look down to see his response. ‘cool, talk 2 u then.’ 
Even with her explicit permission you can’t help but grimace a bit as you twist once more to slip your phone back down into your pocket.
She turns her undivided attention back at you once she feels you move, and you wrap your arm tightly around her midsection. “Everything alright then?”
“Just my buddy from work wanting to talk,” you say, shrugging your shoulders. “Not sure what about but I wouldn’t worry about it. Didn’t seem urgent, anyway. You still feel like talking about your sister some more?”
“Good,” she says, before going back to resting her head against your shoulder. “And yeah, I guess. What is it that you were saying before?”
It takes you a second to mentally go back to where you were before you were so rudely interrupted by your phone. “Right I was uh… talking about how you shouldn’t beat yourself up forever over this. Your sister seems like she’s got a good head on her shoulders from everything you’ve told me about her. She wouldn't want you feeling this way over something she did out of good will, right? So why should you keep feeling guilty over something she probably never even blamed you for?”
“I shouldn’t. And you’re right but…” she says, letting another hurried, exasperated sigh. “Even though it doesn’t get to me as bad as it used to, it still happens. Just wish I didn’t overthink things so much sometimes. How do you do it?”
“What do you mean? How do I do what?” you ask, cocking your head a bit.
“Not… overthink stuff all the time. Not let stuff get to you like it does to me,” she says, swallowing audibly as she takes another deep breath. “Compared to me it feels like that stuff never bothers you for long.”
You’re left thinking for a moment as she waits expectantly for an answer. While she’s not wrong in her assessment of the both of you, you feel like she doesn’t exactly have the entire picture.
“Ruby. There’s not a person alive that doesn’t worry about things sometimes, me included. You remember how I got yesterday, right? It happens to all of us,” you say, smiling a bit in an effort to try and lift her mood as well. “Just because you overthink and dwell on the bad doesn’t make you a bad person. And it sure as hell doesn’t mean you can’t get better at dealing with that.”
Her eyes dart around and for a brief moment you can see a flash of hesitation as she tries to speak before stopping herself. She closes her eyes and lets out a series of small, but deep breaths.
“Everything alright?” you ask, idly stroking her thumb with yours. 
“Yeah, yeah,” she says, offering a sheepish smile as she glances up to meet your gaze again. “Just… thinking about what you said. I know you’re right but still, it feels really fucking hard to make any kind of progress sometimes. That’s what makes me feel like I’m stunted.”
“I dunno, don’t you think talking to me about this stuff is progress?” you ask, hoping to get her to see things your way. “When’s the last time you even talked to your sister about this stuff anyway?”
“Couple years ago, I think, I don’t remember super well,” she says, shrugging her shoulders a bit. “Feel like it’d be really awkward to just bring it to her out of the blue again, no?”
“I don’t think there’s anything wrong with it,” you say, really feeling the strain on your still asleep leg. “If you feel like you haven’t gotten closure about it yet, it might not be a bad idea.”
“Sometimes it feels like there’s a lot of things like that for me,” she chuckles dryly, and you offer what you hope is a sympathetic smile. “But maybe I should. Would be nice to have one less thing on my mind sometimes.”
“Hey, that’s the spirit,” you say, squeezing down on her hand a bit for reassurance. “If you’ve ever got something on your mind you can always talk to me too.”
“I’ll keep that in mind,” she says, smiling as she readjusts herself ever so slightly. “Thanks for hearing me out, Mike. You’ve got a good heart for putting up with my shit.”
Her honeyed words make your heart skip a beat, and you're damn sure she even heard it with how wide her smile is now. “Thanks, that’s sweet of you to say. I’m not putting up with anything though. And besides, it’s not like I don’t have two great views up here thanks to you.”
“Two?...” she asks, trailing off until her eyes light up, the kangaroo shaking her head a bit when the words finally click. “God… you really are the biggest dork on planet Earth.”
“Guilty as charged,” you say with a smile, keeping your eyes with a smile as the sunlight starts to dwindle, that bitter cold creeping in once more. “You got the time? Left my watch in your apartment.”
She shifts a bit against you before breaking eye contact to look down at her furred arm. “Two twenty, why? There somewhere you need to be? Don’t let me keep you or anything.”
“Nah, nah, I was just wondering is all,” you say, still sporting the small smile on your face. “Was just wondering how much more time we have before it gets too cold. Really is a killer view up here. Honestly, kinda jealous you can just come up here whenever you feel like it.”
“One of the hidden perks of this place, I guess,” she says, her free hand idly running over your arm and chest as she keeps eye contact with you. “Glad ya liked it though. Was pretty nervous it wouldn’t live up to the snow days you talked up before.”
“You kidding?” you laugh as you kick up a bit of snow with your still awake leg. “Only thing that could make an afternoon like this better is if there was enough snow up here for a little snowball fight. Of course, that’d mean you’d get your fur completely soaked.”
“Oh yeah?” she asks, a cocky sort of grin forming on her features. “What makes you so confident I wouldn’t do the same to you? Being soaked doesn’t sound all that bad anyways. At least not while I’ve got my own personal heater and dryer combo here with me.”
You want to reply with an equally snappy comeback but her flattering words leave you feeling simultaneously disarmed and flustered. Instead, you decide to simply enjoy the moment for a bit, pulling her closer to you as your smile widens. And even though you can feel your face burning red hot from her compliment, you don’t even make an attempt to hide it this time, wanting her to be fully aware of how she makes you feel.
“Well for one…” you say once you’ve regained a little bit of your composure, your tone both calm and slowed. “I used to play baseball when I was little. Like to think I still have a hell of a throwing arm. And two… I could say the same about having my own heater too, you know? Goes both ways.”
“Mmh…” is the only noise that comes from her as she nuzzles her snout against your chest, closing her eyes as she does. “How about we just… agree to call it even then?”
“I could do that,” you say, resting your eyes alongside her, resigning yourself to enjoy the intoxicating contrast of soft fur on exposed skin.
Her comforting warmth makes the bitter cold all that much bearable, even as its tendrils bite away at your face and everywhere else the wind dares to reach. While the two of you aren't exactly in the most comfortable position to cuddle up to one another, you can't find it in yourself to care about the awkwardness in the slightest. Not even the tingling of pins and needles in your leg can take away from this moment, the two of you locked in a close embrace, not a care in the world as you do your best to make her feel safe. It makes you happier than you've been in a long time to spend such a beautiful, snowy afternoon in her company, and part of you knows she feels the exact same way. You can feel the soft thumps of Ruby’s heartbeat against your chest, which only serves to speed up the beating of your own as you hear her soft breathing start to quicken. Her fingers fidget in between your tight grasp, and the two of you ‘fight’ for control as you stroke and explore each other’s hands. You don’t know how long your skin has been flush with goosebumps, but you know for sure all her little movements against you are likely to blame. Occasionally you can even feel her ear brush against your cheeks lightly as it twitches, another reminder of how much the two of you have closed the gap over the last hour. And as much as you wish you could focus on these feelings forever, you find your train of thought drifting to something else entirely.
You start to really think about all the personal things she's clued you in on about her sister and their relationship, the thoughts still on her mind and how that made her feel, and you can't help but to sense a strange sort of happiness welling up inside you. The fact she trusts you enough to bring this stuff up, heavy as it is, means something to you that you just can't ignore. You're proud of her for dealing with her emotions in a much more reasonable way, rather than bottling them up and letting them fester as she did before, those old memories of her shouting her heart out in tears as makeup ran down her fur still lingering in your mind. She's come a long way since then, and as much as you want to tell her these things, you feel like right now isn’t the time, instead choosing to let her just enjoy the moment without worry. Unfortunately, for as much as you'd like the moment to last forever, the sun and its warmth begin to inch away out of sight behind a distant skyscraper, your teeth chattering once more as her fur and knitted blanket alone can't quite keep the cold at bay.
“Ruby?” you ask, shaking your arm gently to nudge her out of her quiet reverie. “Y-you mind if we head back down? It’s getting real c-cold up here.”
It takes a second for her to respond, her eyes slowly fluttering open as you feel her fingers move against yours once more. “S-shit, did I fall asleep? Was I… out for very long?”
You hadn’t even realized she drifted off back to sleep with all the thoughts that had been flying through your head. It's surprising that she nodded off so easily with the cold, but you suppose the blanket, your warmth and her own fur are more than enough to allow her to nap.
“Guess you did,” you say, chuckling as her half lidded eyes lock onto yours again. “And nah, not very long at all. C-couple minutes at most? Honestly didn’t even notice you were sleeping.”
“Thought for sure I’d passed out for a couple hours since the sun was gone,” she laughs, using her free hand to rub some of the sleep out of her eyes. “What were you saying? Don’t think I caught all of it. Something about the cold?”
Your teeth start to audibly chatter again as a gust of wind sneaks in through the bottom of the blanket. “J-just… asking if we could head back d-down. Feeling a bit c-chilly.”
You can immediately see the concern light a fire under Ruby, her eyes going from half lidded to fully alert in what feels like a fraction of a second. She lifts her head from your chest and starts to sit upright again, her free hand landing on your chest as she looks for support and her other hand finally breaking her grasp on the hand you’d held for the majority of the last half hour.
“Shit, you should’ve woken me up sooner, you dork,” she says, slowly lifting herself off your leg and untangling herself from beneath the blankets before jumping down onto the snowy ground below you.
“Not your fault the sun suddenly d-decided to exit stage left,” you say, a smile plastered on your face from how considerate she’s being. “C-crazy how much c-colder it feels without you.”
“Guess that’s true, but still. Though I didn’t think I’d make that much of a difference,” she laughs, averting her gaze for a moment before reaching out to offer her hand to you. “Now come on and let’s get you down from here. Wouldn’t want you catchin’ a cold after last night.”
You wrap the blanket tight around yourself before reaching out to grab her hand from beneath, being careful to expose as little of yourself to the elements as possible. The strength of both her grip and small, yet muscled frame shines through as she grabs on tight before pulling with what feels like all her force. You put in some of your own force in to help get yourself upright, but you soon find one of your legs buckling beneath you as that pins and needles feeling returns, giving way to a muscle cramp that brings you down onto one knee as you slowly regain sensation in the leg.
“Fuckin s-shit,” you grunt, hissing under your breath as you get used to the uncomfortable feeling that comes with waking up a dead limb. “Hate this-s…”
In a flash, Ruby is at your side trying to find her way beneath your arm and shoulder to try and give you even more support than she already was.
“Sorry,” she says, offering an apologetic half smile as you glance to your side. “My fault for laying on your leg like that, huh?”
“That tail is heavier than it looks,” you laugh as you slowly attempt to power through the cramp and bring yourself back on your feet. “Maybe I really am turning into an old lady.”
“Not on my watch you’re not,” she says, and you feel a hand land on both your hand and midsection to keep you steady as she helps lift you up. “Just watch your step, don’t want you to take a nasty fall or anything.”
With her help, you find yourself easily closing the rest of the distance to the emergency ladder, the feeling in your leg completely regained by the time you have to climb down.
She gestures towards the ladder with her snout. “You good to climb down on your own or do you want me to go first so I can help you?”
The warm tone of her concerned voice makes your heart flutter just a tiny bit, but she's helped you enough as is getting here, and you flash a warm smile that you hope will soothe her worries.
"I'll be okay," you say, not wanting to worry the poor girl anymore, giving her a small pat on the back. "Scout's honor."
“Alright,” she says, her smile widening a tiny bit before she crosses her arms, rubbing them for warmth. “Just don’t keep me waiting too long. Pretty nippy up here without you or the blanket.”
You make your way to the edge and turn yourself around before starting to head down the ladder, gripping the slightly icy and slippery ladder as tight as humanly possible, making sure your footing holds with each rung down you go. It feels like you’re holding ice in your hands, and you feel a slight sting that ramps up with each second you’re still holding on. You ignore it as best you can and press on, your heart hitching in your chest when one of your feet slips off the rung in your efforts to pick up the pace. Aside from that, you soon find yourself safely back on the ground without incident, wrapping the blanket tight around yourself as you look up.
"You’re clear to come down!” you shout loudly enough for her to hear, and soon enough you see her backside coming down from above you. You keep your hands out and ready to catch her just in case, despite the bitter cold continuing to nip at them. Once she’s most of the way down the ladder, you step back to give her some room, the tiny kangaroo soon landing gracefully on digitigrade paws. She dusts some of the powdered snow off her blouse before turning to you and putting her paws back where they were before you climbed down.
“Alright, let’s get back inside before we end up like one of those couples on Mount Everest,” she laughs, walking alongside you all the way back to her place.
Once the two of you are safely back inside, you kick off your shoes as you let the warmth of the nearby heater vent wash over and rejuvenate your cold body. You can feel the dryness in your mouth, your lips still cracked from the bitter cold. 
“You mind if I grab a glass of water real quick?” you ask as you start to get out from beneath the blanket.
“Knock yourself out,” she says, stretching her arms in front of her a bit. “And oh, don’t forget about that phone call you were gonna make.”
“Shit, thanks. Almost slipped my mind,” you say, folding the blanket as best you can before offering it to her. “Thanks for loaning me your blanket so I could see the snow up there, by the way.”
“Ah it’s nothing, I know you would’ve done the same for me,” she says, smiling as she reaches out and accepts the blanket before starting to neatly fold it. “I’ll be on the couch whenever you’re done.”
“Won’t be long,” you say, flashing her a reassuring smile as you make your way towards the kitchen.
Once there, you pour yourself a glass of water from the fridge dispenser before walking over to the small island in the center of the kitchen. You drink from the glass as greedily as a man stranded in the desert would, emptying it completely before setting it down with a satisfying clink. You reach into your pocket and fish out your phone, quickly swiping your thumb across the screen to call up Kevin. You hold up the phone to your ear and wait patiently through a couple dial tones before he finally picks up.
“Thirty minutes my ass,” is the first thing that comes from the other end of the line, and you can practically hear his wide grin from his tone alone. “What kept you so long, lover boy?”
There’s a part of you that’s hesitant to share what you’d just experienced with Ruby, especially as your gaze drifts over to her laying on the couch, relaxing after the moment you’d shared together. You trust Kevin, you trust him a lot, in fact; but it feels almost wrong to share something this private so soon, and you find yourself scratching at the back of your head as you think of how to answer him.
“It’s kind of complicated,” you say, audibly sighing out as you think back to last night. “Wouldn’t want to bore you to death or anything. What about you? What’d you want to talk about, anyway?”
“Ah come on, don’t be like that,” he pleads, as you continue to consider telling him. “You gotta be up to something spicy if you didn’t want to pick up the phone when I came calling. Just wanted to ask if you want to go for drinks later, since we got today off thanks to the big man upstairs powdering his nose. Might as well do something fun on our day off, yeah?”
“I’ll uh… have to see if I have the time for it,” you say, feeling a bit guilty as your eyes look over Ruby once more. “Sort of tied up with something right now. Thanks for checking in on me and the invitation though, man.”
“Ah c'mon, what else are friends for? Don’t sweat it if you can’t make it, but if you do come out it’s on me,” he asks, a hearty laugh following shortly after. “Kinda owe you something nice after all the favors you’ve done me. Speaking of, if I didn’t know any better… I’d say you’re with that Ruby girl right now. Eh, eh? Cmon, tell me I’m right!”
There’s a moment of hesitation since you’re pretty sure she can hear your every word even from the living room. If she does though, she’s not making it very obvious as she continues to focus on her phone, taking the occasional glance up at the ceiling. Part of you wonders if she’s texting Lily, the thought bringing a small smile to your face.
“Yeah…” you say after a small delay, letting out a sigh as you prepare for the verbal ribbing you’re about to receive. “It was her birthday and well… she invited me over to her place to celebrate mine too since it was right around the corner.”
“Look at you making moves…” he says, chuckling as you picture him smugly shaking his head. “Surprised the two of you aren’t going out still. You at least get a little tongue twister action for your troubles?”
You damn near choke on your saliva, and the second her ear twitches you know she’s noticed, her head turning to glance towards you out of concern. You wave her off with a hand to let her know you’re alright, and a cock of her head later she goes back to what she was doing before. 
“Jesus Kev…” you say, chuckling a bit in surprise at his words. “C’mon, you of all people should know she’s not like that. Or did you already forget what Melanie told you?”
“I’m kidding man, relax,” he laughs, and you can perfectly picture how he’d slap you on the back if he was actually here with you. “You do seem pretty fuckin’ happy whenever you’re around her, though. Can you blame me for thinking something might’ve happened with how the two of you look at each other all the time?”
“Funny you mention all that, actually,” you say, bringing your free hand up to rub sheepishly at the back of your neck. “Something did happen, kinda?”
“Oh?” he asks, the curiosity in his tone palpable. “You gonna tell me what that was or are you going to make me play twenty questions with you again?”
“Things went pretty normal at first, honestly,” you say, going through the memories in your head once more. “Celebrated, decided to watch a movie and then… we ate the cake. Something about the ingredients being expired so I ended up puking my guts out in the bathroom something fierce.”
“Yeesh,” he says, sounding like he’s still hanging on your every word. “So then what happened?”
“Emptied my stomach, then she helped me to her bed,” you say, lowering your volume a bit in an effort to stop her from hearing everything you’re saying. “I could tell she felt really bad about it all, kept apologizing even though it wasn’t really her fault. Then we… ended up just talking while she watched over me.”
Even from a distance, you can see that telltale ear twitch again, her eyes still steady on her phone as she doesn't bother to look over her shoulder this time, seemingly just keeping an ear out on what you're saying. It's kind of cute how her body spells things out like that, consciously or not, and the sight makes a small smile start to spread over your lips as you focus back on the call.
“Knowing you, next you’re going to tell me you ended up sharing a bed again or something,” he laughs, and you can’t help but smile even at his ribbing. “Seriously, I know I keep bringing it up but… I’m just surprised the two of you aren’t going out by now is all.”
“You know, that’s a little closer to the truth than you’d think,” you say, intentionally masking your words from any prying ears. “And we’re uh… kind of a thing now, I guess?”
“Way to go my man,” he says, his smug and knowing tone almost palpable over the phone. “I was starting to think you didn’t have it in ya’ still. What do you mean by ‘kind of’, though?”
“Well… It uh, means we decided to feel things out, see where they go and all that,” you say, feeling your cheeks warming a bit when Ruby decides to steal another glance at you, giving you an eyeful of the small smile on her face. “It was her idea, actually.” 
At this point you’re not entirely sure if you’ve overshared with your best friend, but given that you’re not getting a death stare coming from the couch, you’d say you’re in the clear.
“Long as you’re happy with it too, don’t think that’s a bad thing after all,” he says, his tone a bit more serious. “Does she uh, know about the whole thing with your ex?”
“Yeah, yeah, she knows,” you say, nodding your head a bit even though he’s not here. “Kind of came up when we were talking last night. And yeah, I’m happy about it, just… kind of unsure about the boundaries a bit sometimes, you know?”
“Yeah?” he asks, and you can hear the tapping of his fingers against something. “In what way?”
“Just that it’s kind of hard to tell with her if it’s the right time to take that next step, if you get what I’m saying,” you whisper, hoping to bring your voice down to a level where she can’t pick up on it clearly. “She seems comfortable with some things, not so much with others and I really don’t want to fuck this up.”
“Pff, you’re putting too much thought into it, man,” he says, chuckling. “With how into you she seems, I doubt there’s too much you can actually do to piss her off. If you’re thinking about it, odds are the same thing is on her mind. And you know what the best thing you can do to deal with it is?”
“No, what?” you ask, genuinely curious where he’s taking this. “Don't make me play games man, come on.”
“Talk. To. Her. You NERD!” he exclaims, making you feel a bit stupid for not seeing the obvious coming. “It’s like you’ve got cotton candy for brains when it comes to girls sometimes, man. If the two of you are feeling things out, I think she’d be happy if you wanted to talk about this kinda stuff, no? I could be way off base here, since you know her better than I do, obviously.” 
“You’re right,” you mumble under your breath as you rub at your temples. “I shouldn’t be afraid to talk to her about it. She’s just… a little apprehensive about some things and I don’t want to become one of those things, you know?”
“Nothing wrong with wanting to take things slow man,” he says, his words giving you a bit more confidence. “Besides, you’ve always got me to fall back on if you need some guidance. Can’t say it’ll be good advice since me and Melanie moved pretty quick, but I’ll try to help if you need it.”
“Thanks Kev,” you say, touched by his offer. “Don’t know where I’d be without you.”
“Same place you are now, except without that little voice in your ear nagging at you,” he laughs and you can’t help but let a smile creep up on your face. “You’re fine on your own, sometimes you just need ol’ Kev to set you straight when you start to let things get in your head. I’ll get out of your hair now so you can get back to exploring the outback. Call me if you change your mind about the drinks though.”
“Oh fuck off…” you say, struggling to hold back your laughter at his words. “I’ll let you know whenever I get back to my place.”
“Sounds like a plan, amigo. Ciao,” he says before hanging up the call.
You can’t help but shake your head a bit at the conversation you’d just had with your buddy. Silly as it was, he made a good couple points about the nature of your relationship with Ruby and how to deal with it. You refill your glass of water and down it before slowly making your way towards the living room to join her on the couch.
“Sorry that took so long. What you watching?” you ask, leaning over the couch to look down from overhead.
“Nothing,” she says as she looks up from the screen to sit up properly. “Was just reading some stuff while I was waiting on you. Better question is, what do YOU feel like watching?”
“I’m open to suggestions,” you say, plopping yourself down on the couch next to her. “Wouldn’t mind something similar to The Thing.”
“Hmm…” she hums, setting down her phone on the coffee table before leaning back against you. “Could watch one of the Alien movies if you haven’t seen ‘em. You ever watched Covenant?”
“Don’t think I have,” you say, trying to recall which ones you’ve seen before. “I’m down to watch it though.”
She looks down at her watch before responding. “Should have enough time to watch it before we head to the gym.”
You cough a bit at the mention of working out, especially given work had been canceled because of the snow. “Are the gyms even open today? There’s like four inches of snow outside.”
“Can’t hurt to check,” she says, playfully nudging you on the side. “Sounds to me like you’re trying to get out of a good workout. Gotta put those watches to use, eh?”
“Yeah, maybe you’ve got a point,” you say, chuckling as you wrap your arm around her. “Anyone ever tell you that you’re like the postal service, Ruby?”
She tilts her head up a bit to shoot you a look of confusion, accented by a raised brow. “W-what? I’m starting to think the cold might’ve fried your brain or something, mate.”
“Oh come on, you know how it goes…” you say, smiling as you continue telling your awful joke. “Neither snow nor rain nor heat…”
Your words are cut short by a slight love tap to your chest, and your smile only widens further as she shakes her head in disapproval. “I am not that bad, you big dork.”
“Sure had me fooled,” you say, your fingers idly brushing against the fur on her muscled arm. “I don’t think I can even remember the last time we had a full rest day. And yes, jogging still counts as a workout.”
“I-I…” she sputters before her mouth curls into a pout as she glares at you. “Didn’t we uh… shit. Okay, maybe you do have a point. For once.”
“I don’t really mind it, I’m just saying, is all,” you say, kicking your feet up on the coffee table. “How about we make a deal, huh?”
“I’m listening,” she says, struggling to hold onto the expression that’s slowly giving way to a small smile. “Better be a good one to make up for that joke.”
“No promises there,” you laugh, pulling her a bit tighter to you. “Okay, hear me out. If we do end up going to the gym today, we’ll do an arm and leg day but… tomorrow we’ll skip everything and go out and do something fun together.”
“And what would that something fun be?” she asks, her fingers dancing across your chest.
“Well… I wasn’t expecting to get this far,” you laugh, offering a sheepish grin as you feel your heartbeat rise a little. “Heard that boardwalk carnival is still in town for another week. Might be fun to go check it out. Call it a first date?”
“Hmm… that does sound kind of fun,” she says, pretending to think it over. “You’ve got yourself a deal, Mr. Cyclops. And a first date. But I hope you know we’re going to work to the bone at the gym today.”
“Wouldn’t have it any other way.” You smile, starting to lean in closer to her snout before you stop yourself. “Though if the gym isn't open today we’re still on for that date.”
“You little… fine,” she sighs, letting her head fully rest against your chest once more, that absolutely intoxicating feeling of her closeness washing over you again. “You still want to watch that movie? Figure the weather won’t clear up for another couple hours.”
“Sure, spin it up,” you say, and the instant the words leave your mouth she springs upright and leans forward to reach for both the remote and her phone. 
There’s a brief pause while she pulls up the movie on the completely legal movie site, before sending it to stream on the TV in front of you. Soon enough you find yourself watching the intro to the film while Ruby struggles to find a comfortable spot to settle in against you.
You can't help but jump at the opportunity to do a little ribbing, scooting your body closer to her. “Does the shirt really make it that uncomfortable? I could take it off again if you want.”
The way she suddenly stops dead in her tracks and looks up briefly to shoot you a glare tells you that you hit the mark dead on. The small, cute twitches that both her ears do involuntarily are just the cherry on top.
“Can it, dork,” she says, feigning irritation despite the small smile on her face. “Just because I was okay with it earlier doesn't mean I… need it.”
“Well, if you say so,”  you say, chuckling to yourself as you feel her fingers start to envelop yours. “Don’t say I didn’t offer later though.”
“Dick,” she says, nudging you in the side with her elbow before turning her attention back to screen. “Pay attention, movie’s starting.”
“Aye, aye, Capn,” you say, earning you another jab to the ribs for your troubles.
The next two hours fly by in what feels like an instant, the two of you keeping yourselves entertained by poking fun at the lousy acting and incoherent plot line while cuddled up to one another. You feel like even watching paint dry could be entertaining in her company, and you find yourself still talking about the campy parts of the movie even long after the credits have finished rolling.
“Come on, was that really the ending? I saw that coming like thirty minutes in, but I didn’t think they’d actually do it!” you exclaim before laughing at the sheer absurdity of it all. “Prometheus was way, way better than this.”
“That’s the real ending,” she sighs before continuing to speak. “Unlike The Thing remakes, this movie is nowhere near ‘so bad it’s good’ territory, honestly.”





      






“At least the effects were good,” you say as she reaches for the remote to turn off the TV. “Jumpscares got me once or twice.”
“Wuss,” she mutters under her breath before she goes back to laying her head on your shoulder. “Haven’t seen the originals in a long time, maybe we should revisit sometime and see how they hold up.”
“You know, I’d like that,” you say, flashing her a warm smile as you stretch your free arm. “Though probably not right now, I’m all movie’d out for one day, I think.”
She glances over at the clock on the wall, squinting to try and make out the detail from a distance. “You feel like heading for the gym? It’s about to be five o clock, but maybe we can avoid the rush if we get there early.”
“Somehow I don’t think there’s going to be a rush on a snow day, Ruby,” you laugh, a yawn escaping you as your still sluggish body struggles to sit upright. “Might be a good idea though, think if I don’t get off this couch I’m going to crash here again.”
“Alright, here’s what we’ll do then,” she says, sitting upright and brushing away a few errant strands of her let down hair. “You go grab your watch and wash up and I’ll phone the gym and see if they’re open, okay?”
You can’t help but smile a bit at her attitude, chuckling a bit at her words. “Could probably actually use some cold water to the face.”
“Go on then,” she says with a smile as she nods her snout towards the hallway. “Don’t be a stranger.”
You nod and wordlessly get up from the couch before shuffling towards her bedroom for the second time today. Once there, you spot the box you’re looking for on the nightstand, making your way over to collect both it and the watch lying beside it. You strap it to your arm, smiling a bit as you think back to the way she’d given the gift to you yesterday. That same smile holds all the way to the bathroom, where you find yourself standing in front of the mirror once more. You run the cold tap and splash it at your face, instantly feeling more alert and refreshed as a small shiver runs through you. In the interest of not keeping her waiting too long, you quickly wash your face with some soap and style your hair back into a half presentable state, your fingers combing at it and tucking away at errant strands. While you’re preoccupied with your reflection, something catches your eye on the far edge of the vanity and you reach over to brush aside a few bottles to get a better look at it. You almost immediately recognize the purple container as a contact lens case owing to your mom using them. You're surprised to find out she wears them, a small part of you wondering what kind of glasses she'd used before, if any. The mental image of Ruby with thick, dorky looking tortoiseshells and her sporty getup is the first thing that comes to mind, and the silly grin on your face makes sure you wouldn't forget it anytime soon. You make a note to ask her about it next time you get a chance, your mind's eye going wild as it pictures all the different, clashing looks. Once you’re done, you head back out and find Ruby in the kitchen, filling up two bottles from the sink.
You decide to play a little practical joke and sneak up on the tiny kangaroo, inching your way across the tile while trying to stay undetected. Once in range, you grab her shoulders and shake a tiny bit, feeling her jump forward and almost off the stool she was standing on.
“So much for not getting jumpscared, huh?” you say, laughing as she steadies herself again. 
The little stunt earns you a light jab backwards into your abs. “God… fuckin’ scared the hell out of me. You trying to get my heart to explode before we even make it to the gym?”
“Maybe. And what if I am?” you ask, a smug, satisfied grin tugging at the corners of your mouth. 
She turns around to shoot you a glare as she squints her eyes. “You’re lucky I just washed that shirt or I’d splash you with this.”
“What, with water?” you ask, laughing.
“Protein shake,” she says, her frown of disapproval giving way to a slight smile as she closes the cap on both bottles before giving them a good shake. “You a cookies and cream or strawberry kind of guy?”
“Usually the first, but fuck it, I’ll try something new,” you say, taking your hands off her shoulders. “Pass the strawberry one here.”
“Don’t drink it all at once now,” she says before handing you the cold bottle. “Don’t want you puking mid set.”
“I’ll be fine,” you say, giving it another quick shake before uncapping it and taking a swig. “Pretty fucking good, actually.”
“Glad you approve,” she says, smiling as she hops off the small stool. “I’m going to go and change real quick before we head out.”
“Sounds good,” you say, taking another sip of the milkshake-tasting drink as she bounds towards her bedroom.
You set down the bottle after a couple more sips and decide to pull your phone out to pass the time while she gets ready to go. After answering a couple of texts, you decide to get lost in scrolling through your favorite malaysian miata posting website. A quick scroll through the catalog makes you chuckle at some of the opening posts, with one standing above the rest, focusing on project cars and the like. You pore over the pictures and the wonderful, if sometimes idiotic things people are doing with their cars in the comfort of their own garages. The ingenuity brings a smile to your face, though you can’t help but feel a pang of envy when you see some of the nicer cars people are working on in their spare time. The thought of going on the hunt for a better job in the near future pops up in your mind once more, thinking maybe it’s been long enough since last time that new opportunities will have popped up.
Your thoughts are, however, interrupted by the faint sound of a slammed door in the distance, and you’re jolted from staring at your phone towards the source of it. Ruby quickly rounds the corner, clad in her usual sports bra combined with a set of compression shorts you’ve never seen her wear before. The combination is more than flattering on her tiny frame, though you do your best not to ogle too much as she makes her way over to you.
“So, you all set to go?” she asks as she brings both her hands up to the back of her head to start forming a ponytail out of her long, slightly curled hair. “Lady at the desk said they’ll probably close up early today so we’ve got to get a move on.”
You’re not sure what it is about it, but the way she goes about tying up her hair is oddly hypnotic to you. The way she uses her teeth to grab the scrunchie wrapped around her wrist before dropping it in her free hand is oddly… cute, in a way. You didn’t think you were this head over heels for her but if something as simple as this has your heart fluttering slightly, you know you’ve got it bad. She finishes tying up her hair, and realizing you’ve been gawking for almost a minute, you decide to spit out a quick response.
“Sure am,” you say, grabbing the bottle she’d prepared for you. “You feel like skipping the cardio for today then?”
“I’ve actually got an idea for something we could do instead of cardio,” she says, the wide smile as she palms her own bottle off the counter making you a tiny bit uneasy.
“You going to tell me what it is, or do I have to guess till I get it right?” you ask, chuckling to yourself as you follow her to the door.
“It’s a surprise, dork,” she says while wagging a finger at nobody in particular. “Trust me, I think you’ll actually enjoy it.”
“If you say so,” you say, stepping through the door’s threshold and once again being embraced by the bitter cold outside. “Guess you haven’t been wrong yet.”
The two of you quickly make your way down the steps and towards your car parked nearby, practically diving inside to escape winter’s grasp. You put the key in the ignition, turn the key expecting the roar of an engine and instead are greeted by the sound of it struggling to start up. While it’s a little embarrassing, it’s nothing that wouldn’t happen to even a newer car and a glance to the side shows Ruby staring out the passenger side window instead of at you expectantly. After a few more turns of the key, a slap of the steering wheel and a curse under your breath later, it finally catches and you pull off towards the gym. The visibility isn’t great, and so you decide to take things slow due to the lack of trust you have in your brakes. You make another mental note to replace them soon as possible as you come to a stop at a traffic light.
“Hey Mike?” you hear from beside you, glancing over to meet her gaze.
“Yeah?” you ask, your fingers idly tapping against the steering wheel as you do your best to keep the light in your peripheral.
“Just wanted to say sorry if… all that was a little weird earlier,” she says, a small, nervous smile on her face. “Didn’t mean to unload like that.”
“Don’t worry about it,” you say, doing your best to sound reassuring. “If it helps you, then I don't mind talking about stuff like that at all.”
The light changes and you continue on, waiting for an answer from the girl next to you. The silence drags and you decide to feel out for an answer again, unable to take your eyes off the road.
“Did it?” you ask, hoping to get a response back. “Help, that is.”
"Sorry, I just... didn't really know what to say," she mutters, and even though you can't see her face, that nervousness in her tone just a few moments ago is nowhere to be heard. “Did actually help a lot to talk things out. Don’t take it the wrong way, I’m just not really used to people offering besides Lily and sometimes Jade. Thanks for being there for me.”
“I’m glad,” you say, the smile tugging at the corners of your mouth shaping up to be impossible to wipe off for a while. “I know you’d offer too if it was me in your shoes. Not like you haven’t been there for me before.”
“‘Course I would,” she says, sounding almost proud now. “What kind of girlf- uh, friend would I be if I wasn’t?”
You immediately catch her little slip, smiling wider as you come up with a way to tease her about it. “Probably the same kind of girlfriend that couldn’t put up with all my awful jokes.”
The little snide comments earns you a light knuckle tap to your upper arm and you wear it like a badge of pride.
“Asshole,” she says as you come to a stop again.
A quick stolen glance shows her wildly twitching tail, your words hitting the mark even better than you'd expected, Ruby smiling to herself as she looks down at her feet. You let the impact settle as you keep yourself quiet and smiling, the rest of the trip proving uneventful as you soon find yourself pulling into a nearly barren parking lot, only a few handfuls of cars dotted throughout. You quickly come to a stop near the gym's entrance, parking as close as possible before both of you hop out the car, quickly snatching your gym bags from the trunk and slamming it shut as the cold starts to bite at your skin.
“Alright, let’s go,” you say, taking up a brisk, almost running pace towards the gym. “Even fuckin’ colder here than it was up on the rooftop.”
Once inside you’re greeted by the modern miracle of central heating, and a near empty gym to boot. You make a beeline towards the locker rooms, knocking back another swig of the shake Ruby made as you walk.
Once at the entrance, you turn to the side and look down to face her. “Going to change into something that’s not going to have me sweating my balls off real quick. Back in a second.”

  *****

“Sounds good,” you say, nodding as you unsling your gym bag from over your shoulder. “Meet you over by the mats?”
“Sure,” he says, before the two of you start to go into your respective locker rooms.
You cram your bag into the closest locker before slamming the door shut and applying your combination lock. There’s a couple thoughts vying for control in your head as you make your way towards the sink, and compared to what’s usually swimming around up there, you’re surprised nothing negative is inching its way into the mix. There’s an odd sense of happiness mixed with pride and nervousness surfacing within you, so strong that you’re not entirely sure you haven’t just dreamt this entire day up. A smile that feels a mile wide starts to form as you tuck a few strands of hair that came loose back underneath your scrunchie, closing your eyes and letting loose a deep sigh as you think back to everything that happened in the last few hours. You can feel your heart flutter when you think back to the close embrace you shared with him on the roof of your apartment, an almost phantom feeling of his arms wrapped around you only making your heart beat faster.
Part of you wants to snap out of your reverie, but you’re still riding the high of being able to trust your now boyfriend, as nervous as the label makes you, with all the stuff you’d spilled earlier. It’s been a long time since you’ve felt like things in your life were finally starting to click into place, the last time you felt this happy being when you finally managed to get your first teaching job. The butterflies in your stomach right now aren’t because you’re afraid of him rejecting you, but because you want to hold onto this feeling for as long as possible. You quickly finish messing with your hair as you stare into the mirror, straightening out the bits of fur sticking out on your face and snout before you wash and dry your paws. 
As you finally start to leave the locker room, the thing at the forefront of your mind is that you hope he likes what you’ve got planned as a warmup. Bottle in hand, you saunter over to the corner with all the aerobics equipment, thankful for the snowy day providing the perfect amount of peace and quiet for what you want to do. There’s not a single other soul closeby, most of the other patrons being the diehard gym rats too preoccupied either doing cardio on the treadmills or with getting their deadlifts and squats in. You pull four mats off the wall and arrange them in a square shape, occasionally stealing a glance towards the locker rooms hoping to see Mike coming out. A few more minutes pass, and you decide to get started with some basic stretches and lunges, something you’re used to doing every morning to avoid hurting yourself on your runs together. Once you start with your first set of lunges, you start to hear the very faint sound of footsteps behind you, growing in volume with each passing second. The noise stops you in your tracks and you quickly turn around to avoid letting him get the jump on you like he’d managed earlier. There’s a contagious grin on his face, one that quickly spreads to you as you eye him up and down, your gaze lingering a bit longer than necessary on his arms and chest.
“Now who’s the one feeling jumpy?” he asks before chuckling a bit, leaning down to set his bottle down. “So, are we starting here first? Didn’t exactly take you for the yoga type.”
“Looks can be deceiving,” you say, as you take a seat on the far side of the mat. “Figured shaking things up would be a nice change of pace. Do a little stretching then you can join me.”
“If you say so,” he says, reaching up in the air to stretch. “Sure as hell beats you trying to kill me on the stairmaster.”
You lay back on the rubber mat, leaning the back of your against your arms for support as you watch him stretch. “Sounds to me like you’re just being a big baby again. You’ve been killing it on our jogs since I got you started doing ten minutes a day on it.”
“Ten my ass,” he says, grunting and straining as he reaches down to touch his toes. “You started me off on thirty a day and only took me down to ten when I couldn’t feel my calves the next morning.”
“Sorry,” you say, smiling sheepishly as you think back to that day. “At least you didn’t have to work that day, right?”
“Yeah, could’ve been worse I guess,” he says, crouching down to sit down on the side of the mat opposite you. “Forgot how much I told you, but it was so bad I had to actually order out because I couldn’t stand long enough to make food.”
“Could’ve just asked me to bring you something, dork,” you say, sitting upright and scooching forward a bit to get closer to him. “Would’ve been more than happy to.”
“I’ll keep that in mind next time you break my legs,” he says, smiling as he inches forward slightly. “What are we actually doing besides stretching though?”
“Don’t really want to call it yoga, but it’s just a bunch of flexibility exercises I used to do before,” you say, hoping the words aren’t coming out as hurried as they are in your head. “Might help you feel a little bit better the morning after a leg day. I’ll try and start us off with some easy ones so you don’t hurt yourself, okay?”
“Sounds good to me,” he says, still holding that same smile as he points his head down to meet your gaze. “Just tell me what I have to do.”
“You know the lotus position?” you ask, probing his knowledge a bit. “The one where you uh, cross your legs and put your feet on opposite thighs?”
“The one you always see monks doing when they meditate?” he asks, raising an eyebrow at your words. “Isn’t that one actually a yoga pose though?”
“Stop trying to get out of it by arguing semantics,” you say, bringing one of your legs towards your core. “Just follow my lead, okay?”
"As you wish, Guru Ruby," he says, an amused smile on his face as he does an exaggerated, mocking bow down to you.
"Quit being such a goober and pay attention," You laugh, and make sure his focus is on you before you start to cross your legs, slowly tying them into a vaguely pretzel-looking shape as your ankles touch your abdomen. “Got that? Now you do the same.”
You can’t help but be a little amused at how much he struggles, though you probably chalk some of the difficulty up to how huge he is by comparison, his legs nearly twice as long as yours. He manages after a little while, and you flash him a smile of encouragement as he looks to you for more instructions.
“Try to hold that as long as possible,” you say, slowly bringing your hands up from your lap. “Then start taking some deep breaths and… stretch your arms as high up above your head as you can.”
He doesn’t question you this time, even going as far to close his eyes as he emulates your movements. You watch his nostrils flare, though your eyes are quickly drawn elsewhere as his fingers interlock at the peak of his stretch, his strong shoulders and biceps on full display. You close your eyes and shake your head a bit, but the damage is already done as the image is seared into your memory. As distracting as a sleeveless, buff Mike is, it's hard to tell him to stop and you find yourself biting at your lip as the picture only continues to get stronger and stronger in your mind's eye. You try to focus on your breathing and the pose you're holding instead, occasionally opening your eyes to make sure he's doing the same. After a few more minutes pass, you decide to break him out of his trance.
“...And, stop,” you say, just loud enough to get his attention. “How do you feel?”
“Little more relaxed,” he says, a genuine smile on his face as he brings his hands back down to massage his legs as he uncrosses them. “Gotta say, this yoga stuff sure beats the hell out of sweating my ass off. Is it normal for it to be this hard though? Felt like I was going to cramp up halfway through.”
“If you haven’t done it in a while, or ever, sure,” you say, a smug grin forming on your features. “That one’s mostly good for your ankles and legs. If you want to try a couple more, there’s some that cover most of your body. Might help you break that deadlift PR you’ve been chasin’ after.”
As odd as human faces can be at times, it's hard to ignore that spark in his eyes when you mention a lifting record, the giddy smile on his face making it clear that he's basically putty in your hands from now until you're finished with this part of your workout.
“Sounds great to me,” he says, idly cracking his knuckles before starting a set of wrist stretches. “Just tell me what I’ve got to do.”
You uncross your legs and bring yourself to your knees, dropping down on all fours as your elbows hit the mat. “First thing, you’re going to want to get into this position. Next, palms go flat on the mat like you’re doing knee push-ups. Then the hardest bit is that you’re going to want to arch your back like… You know when cats do that stretch that’s kind of like a wave? Sort of like that, just watch me do it first.”
You do your best to try and arch you back upwards as high as possible, holding it there for a few moments before gently coming back down to normal. A glance at the side shows that he’s following along with his gaze, and you can’t help but feel a little flushed when you see it wander a bit, smiling to try and cover your true feelings.
“You get all that, Mike?” you say, the corners of your snout giving way to a grin as he snaps out of his little ogling reverie and starts nodding. 
“Yeah, I think,” he says, a nervous smile tugging at the corners of his mouth as he meets your gaze. “Not… really sure I can bend like that at all though.”
“Just try, I’ll help you out if you’re having trouble with it,” you say, hoping your words are reassuring enough for him to at least give it a shot. “Once you get it down once or twice, it’s a whole lot easier after that.”
“Only difference,” he says, grunting a bit as he tries to repeat your movements. “Is that… you look like a mermaid doing it and I probably look like a fish out of water.”
You can’t help but let out a little laugh at the comparison, and you decide to get off all fours as his grunting and straining only grows in volume and frequency, walking over to him before bending down by his side. A quick look tells you he’s having the most difficulty arching his back all the way, and you reach under him to give a gentle, helping push upwards as your other hand finds a nice resting spot around his lower back. It’s unexpectedly firm to the touch, never having felt this part of his body before. You try not to focus on the muscles beneath your pads too much as you press the hand on his back down a bit, your other gently pushing upwards towards his midsection, feeling the tensing abs beneath as you balance the pressures. It forces another low grunt out of him, but you continue on as he doesn’t verbally protest or sound like he’s in pain. His arching back peaks at a new height, though you stop dead in your tracks when your ears pick up on the faint sound of cracking, his body slowly adjusting to the unfamiliar movements, one snap and pop at a time.
“Feeling alright down there still?” you ask out of concern for his wellbeing as you bring the hand on his back down a bit more. “Let me know if you want me to ease off.”
“I’m fine,” he replies, though you can see and feel the tension coiled up in his limbs. “Keep going.”
“Not when you’re this tensed up,” you say, reaching down to have a quick feel at his thigh to see just how wound up he is. “If you don’t relax I might actually hurt you instead. Just take a couple deep breaths and let me guide you.”
After a few seconds it feels like he’s internalized your words, and you can feel him relax under your gentle touch. You don’t start pushing up yet, instead opting to tug at one of his legs as he continues to hold the pose, wanting to help him stretch his muscles the same way your mom had done for you when you felt sore. You hear another quiet cracking sound that soon gives way to a louder one, accompanied by an audible curse coming from under his breath.
“F-fuck, Ruby,” he says, accompanied by what feels like a laugh. “When you said we were doing yoga, I didn’t think you were going to break my legs again. Does feel kinda good though…”
“You’re gonna feel like a million bucks after this, trust me,” you say, shaking your head a little bit in disapproval of his doubt. “This is probably gonna feel a little uncomfortable so relax your leg a little more, just pretend it’s asleep or something.”
He does as you tell him and you continue tugging the way you were before, a cacophony of small cracking sounds filling the air. You’re not sure if he can hear them nearly as well as you do, your sense of hearing picking up on them like it’s nothing as you pull, push and massage the sore limb.
After a couple minutes of back and forth pushing and pulling on one of his legs, you decide to switch to the other, immediately noticing the difference in both tension and firmness. You start to go through the motions again, your fingers gliding across his skin and the muscle beneath, but this time around it feels much easier as he leans into your measured movements. Once you're satisfied with your work, you turn your attention to his still held pose, placing a hand beneath his chest to hold him up as you lay another on his back. You start around the base, pressing down into the muscle until you can hear those small grunts of relief come pouring from him, his sore body far more honest than he’d ever admit. You massage until you stop feeling his little reactions and staggered breathing, lingering far longer than you should in some places to feel along certain groups in his muscled back. You eventually manage to work all the way up to the shoulders, smiling a little as your hand on his underside lets you pick up on his quickening heartbeat.
You grip one of his shoulders tight and pull downwards, making him let out a long, relieved sigh. 
“Didn’t I tell you you were going to feel nice?”
“Yeah…” he says, in an almost dazed tone from how relaxed he sounds. “God, I really needed this. If I didn’t know for a fact you’re a teacher I might’ve guessed massage therapist instead.”
You can’t help but beam with pride at his compliment at your skills as you coax the tension out of his neck. “You’re just saying to keep this going before I start breaking your back again, huh?”
“Maybe,” he says, audibly groaning in relief before he starts putting together words again. “That was nice too but this is… just heavenly.”
“Could always just ask if you’re feeling sore, you know?” you say as you start on his shoulder. “Not good if you’re always walking around this stressed out. You ready to try the pose again?”
“Yeah, I think I’m feeling pretty good about it noooww,” he says, words slurring a bit as you pull down on his shoulder. “Where’d you learn how to do this anyway?”
“Mostly my mom,” you say as you continue to repeat the motions. “Apparently a lot of this got taught to my dad and her when she was pregnant. Helped her feel a little better with us kicking in there. She passed it down to me and my sister when we started getting involved in sports.”
“The boxing stuff, or something else?” he asks, tilting his head to the side to try and look up at you. 
“That and something I’ll have to tell you about some other time,” you say, shifting your hands back down to their original position under his midsection. “Don’t resist it so much this time, okay? This is meant to help, not hurt.”
You push his back upwards again, and though you can hear that slight cracking again, it's nowhere near as bad as before, making you doubt if he can even feel it at this point. It takes a little bit of doing, but eventually his back is arched about as high as you think he’s comfortable going.
“Alright, I’m gonna let go, Mike,” you say as you slowly ease up on the upward movement. “Just hold it for as long as you can then try to come back to normal smoothly, okay?”
You remove your hands and start to count the seconds in your head, smiling out of sheer pride when he inches past a minute before his back starts to give out, slowly returning to its normal curvature.
“Tell me…” he says, panting between words and he brings himself off the mat onto his knees. “That’s all we’re going to be doing today. Not sure my bones can handle more of that.”
“Had one more thing in mind,” you admit, reaching a hand out to help him back on his feet. “If you wanna just take a breather while I finish up though, I won’t make you do any more.”
“Sounds good to me,” he says, leaning down to pick up his bottle before taking what looks like a much needed swig. “Don’t know how the hell you’re still chomping at the bit for more.”
You shrug as you take a seat back down on the mat, reaching to your side to take a few sips of your own before you start working out the kinks in your legs. The thickened fur and your pawpads makes it a little harder than you’d like to find the sore spots and muscles and for a brief moment, you consider asking him for help. You’re left conflicted because while you want to let him take his time to rest, if you don’t get some help with this you’re going to be keeping him waiting a long while.
You decide to just go for broke and ask, figuring he won’t mind if it’s quick. “Hey, Mike?”
He glances down and to the side from his phone screen, meeting your gaze as the smile he had on his face straightens up. “Yeah, Ruby?”
“Would you mind helping me out real quick?” you ask, nudging your snout towards your outstretched leg. “Trying to find the right spots to massage, but I’m having a tough time pinning them down. Stupid winter fur…”
“Sure,” he says, flashing you that trademark smile of his as he slips his phone back into his pockets before plopping himself down next to you. “Just tell me what you need me to do.”
“You see these spots right here?” you say, looking at him before looking down at your leg, gliding your fingers through the top layer of fur of your upper thigh to show him exactly where the problem is. “Just need you to run your fingers through here quickly so I know where it hurts.”
He raises an eyebrow at your words for a brief moment but doesn’t say anything for a while as he cocks his head a little. “You sure you actually need my help for that? Never really done it before.”
You want to shoot back something equally cheeky at him, but you’re already flustered enough by the prospect of him running his hands over your thighs, feeling your tail involuntarily swipe over the mat. “Shut up and get over here, please. I’m serious.”
He scoots in closer and gently puts his hand over your right thigh before flashing you a sly smile. “Just didn’t think we’d be moving so quickly.”
It takes you a second to pick up what he actually means, and you deliver a rebuttal in the form of a playful tap to the shoulder. “Gutterbrained dork.”
“Kind of rich coming from you, no?” he asks, his smile widening as he nudges your side a bit with his elbow. “Not as sly as you think you are, Ms. Copafeel.”
“That’s… I-” you stammer, struggling to even come up with a rebuttal from how flustered his little nickname for you makes you feel. Your cheeks burn bright with embarrassment when you think back to all the times you’d done similar things, hoping he was just talking about the one occasion.
“That’s what?” he asks, his smug grin telling you he’s really enjoying having you on the backfoot for once. “Sorry, I couldn’t hear you.”
You're sure he can feel your leg thumping slightly under his hand, so you don't see any point in sidestepping the accusation, a small sigh of relief escaping you as you look him in the eyes.
“It’s only a little true,” you mutter under your breath, feeling your ears perking up and twitching at your own blunt honesty. “Doesn’t bother you, does it?”
“Not in the slightest,” he says, lightly patting you on the thigh. “Just think it’s cute when you get all wound up like that. Means I’m doing a good job with the workouts, if anything.”
“Hmph,” you huff, mock pouting in response as you avert your gaze a tiny bit. “You are, but don’t let it go to your head or anything.”
“Too late,” he says, his grin practically a mile wide. “Should’ve thought about that before you did it so much. I still remember that one time in the changing room…”
“Just because it’s happened two or three times doesn’t mean shit,” you laugh, leaning back a bit onto your palms as his hand starts to move again. “And if your ego is getting inflated from that, Mr. Cyclops, you should hurry up and help me with this before you float away.”
“Who said anything about a third time?” he asks, the smirk on his face almost looking like a permanent fixture. “Besides, I can’t float away if I’m holding onto you, can I?”
“Smartass,” you say, lightly slapping him on the shoulder. “Put those muscles to good use then.”
He silently nods before getting to work, and you take a deep breath as his large yet agile fingers press into your thick fur, his gaze darting between laser focus on your leg and little glances at your face to make sure he’s doing things correctly. It’s when his fingers start to dig into the corded muscles beneath however, that you can’t help but let out a breathy, yet relieved groan. He looks to you for a second after you let out the embarrassing noise, but doesn’t say anything as he shakes his head, smiling as his nostrils flare a bit. If you thought you were flustered before by what he said, what you’re feeling right now makes it pale in comparison even as he starts to put pressure on one of the sore spots. You try to muffle it, but another shameful mix of a groan and a quiet cry of pain comes tumbling from your lips.
His gaze snaps to you second after, his movements slowing down to a crawl out of what looks to be concern. “Shit, you alright? Want me to keep going or do you want me to stop?”
You close your eyes for a moment, taking a deep breath to steady the slight nerves in your voice before responding.
“Yeah, yeah, don’t worry,” you say, nodding to reinforce your approval. “Just stings a little is all. Kinda my fault for pushing myself too much the other day. I can work out it out myself if you-”
He cuts you off before you can finish your sentence. “Sit back and relax, I got it. Gotta practice what you preach, right?”
“Alright, you made your point. Dork,” you chuckle, leaning back even further and supporting yourself by the forearms as he goes back to work.
You sit back and try to relax as you can, taking what you hope are fairly silent, yet deep breaths as he continues to work all the way around and down your thigh. You’d be lying if you said the care and focus in his expression doesn’t make your heart flutter a bit, and that’s not even considering how you feel about his touch now that you’ve given him approval to continue. You squirm and twitch a bit as his fingers glide beneath the fur, a light shiver running through your spine the next time his fingers find yet another spot to prod at to feel for soreness. For someone who’d just teased you about copping a feel he’s spending an awful lot of time lingering in places between his pokes and prods. You’re not exactly about to complain at how thorough he’s being, though out of the corner of your eye you can see his mouth moving, the curiosity in you prompting you to sit up a tiny bit to try and listen in.
“...goddamn, she’s strong,” is all you manage to catch him muttering under his breath, the compliment hitting you even harder as he traces your muscled inner thigh with his thumb.
The way your heart skips a beat or two as your smile widens makes you feel like a schoolgirl pining after her first crush, feeling your cheeks burn intensely from the praise. Your mind teeters between saying something about it to get back at him for earlier or just appreciating his words for what they are, ultimately deciding to let it go as he switches from massaging one sore leg to the other. You’re impressed with how fast he’s picked up on things, his movements quickly going from someone who’s never given a massage before to feeling like he’s practiced this a hundred times before. Part of you wonders if it’s because you’re just that easy to read with the way your paws, ears and tail love to betray your feelings when you least expect them to. He seems to get a kick out of that part of you though, because every time he steals a glance to his side, you swear his smile grows a little wider. 
“You… mind going a liiittle lower?” You manage to breathe out between groans of relaxation. “Calf’s still kinda killing me from the other day.” 
“Sure,” he says without even so much as looking over, both of his hands quickly getting to work massaging both sides of your lower leg.
After a couple more minutes of the wonderful treatment, you can feel him come to a full stop, and you open your eyes to find him staring down at you.
“That good enough?” he asks, cocking his head slightly. “Or should I keep going?”
You bring yourself upright from your laid back position and after a small delay, scoot towards him a bit. “More than good, actually. For someone saying they’ve never done it before, you’re a real natural at it.”
“Ah you’re just saying that,” he says, finally taking his hands off you to wave dismissively as he smiles, his other hand rubbing at the back of his neck. “Can’t say I’ve ever massaged an anthro’s leg before, no.”
“Well, I really appreciate you helping me out,” you say, flashing him a warm smile of your own. “You can’t even imagine how much of a nightmare it is to get at some of the lower spots sometimes.”
“I bet. There’s uh-” he says, still rubbing at the back of his neck. “A lot more muscle down there than it looks like. I mean I know you’re strong but… shit. Kinda surprised me a little bit, in a goo-”
You decide to interrupt his frantic and slightly flustered speech by leaning forward to put a paw on top of his hand. “Now who’s copping feels, Mr. Cyclops? But thanks, I’m glad you think so.”
“Guess that makes us a match made in heaven, no?" he says, laughing a bit at your nickname for him. His free hand suddenly reaches behind his neck to rub at it, a slight apprehension in his tone.
"You really think this is worth doing all the time though? Stacking the yoga with the leg day stuff and the stretches on top? Aren't we pushing it a little?"
“I think the progress we’ve both made on our runs speaks for itself,” you say, a slightly smug smile tugging at the corners of your mouth. “I remember our first couple jogs where I ran you absolutely ragged. Let me show you something too.”
You quickly find your way back onto your feet, staring down at him as you prepare to show him something you haven’t done in a long, long while.
“You say that like you still don’t try to kill me every morning,” he laughs, his gaze following you as you take a few steps back on the mat. “What’d you want to show me?”
You don't even bother to entertain the question, instead deciding to put on a little show, locking eyes with him as you take a long, deep breath. You keep your gaze locked straight onto his as your legs begin to spread apart, your tiny body slowly lowering itself as you gently glide down in one intentionally drawn out movement. Your thighs hit the mat first with a meaty thud, and you can't help but let out a small, muted grunt from both the impact and exertion. You're not quite done showing off yet even though you've done a pretty much picture perfect split, and you can't help but grin as you stare up at him in anticipation of what you're about to do next. You hold your arms out to the side, and as you've practiced what feels like a million times before, you bring them inward until the pads of your paws touch each other, briefly bringing them apart and interlocking your fingers in reverse. To cap it all off, you make sure he's still watching by locking your intense gaze with his before you slowly bring your arms up above your head as high as they'll go, tensing your muscles to show as much definition as you can through the fur. You bite down on your lip slightly from the strain as you try to hold the pose as long as you physically can, your gaze veering off slightly as you focus on your movements. Once you're satisfied that he's seen enough, you bring your arms back down and plant your palms face down on the mat in front of your groin. You look up once more, only to be pleasantly surprised with what you're met with.
The expression you put on when you landed must have been a perfect mix of sultry and smug, because not even thirty seconds after you raised your arms, you can see his eyes still open in bewilderment, his mouth half open and moving slightly as he tries to speak but fails to find the words to do so. You probably could've made your point in a different, much less flashy way, but the opportunity was too sweet not to take; that and you're enjoying every second of watching him struggle to think how he should feel about the sight in front of him, relishing in the feeling of leaving him both speechless and breathless.
“Still think it’s not worth it?” you ask, your breath a little ragged and heavy from the sudden exertion of having to hold such a pose. 
You’re worried you’ve short circuited the guy, and he squirms a bit to reposition himself as a hint of blush starts to tinge his cheeks. It's a response you've really come to appreciate since the first time you noticed it, and one you're particularly glad humans have considering how difficult he can be to read sometimes. 
“I uh, well I-” he says, going into a small coughing fit before he swallows audibly. “I could definitely see how it’s worth it now, sure.”
You pant a little bit before even trying to respond, still a little tired from everything you’d done leading up to now, though you try to hold your amused smile as best you can, still riding the high of provoking this kind of reaction from him. 
“That’s definitely one way to put it,” you say, laughing even though you’re starting to feel the effects of holding a split for this long. “Might want to pick up your jaw off the ground before it gets too dirty, Mike.”
Your teasing words have an immediate sobering effect on him, and he shakes his head as he snaps back to reality and becomes aware of how ridiculous he must look. “So uh, are you going to tell me where the hell you learned to do… that? I didn’t even know your legs could bend that way.”
You just shrug your shoulders, pretending what you just did isn’t really that big of a deal, but it’s hard to keep a straight face. “Looked up a couple videos online and spent a little while practicing it.”
“Bullshit,” he says, shaking his head in disbelief as his gaze travels down and to the side to take another glance at your still split legs. “No way you can do a split that clean without practicing a shitload. Tell me how you really learned to be that flexible.”
You’re not sure if it was your smile that you’d caught from him that gave the game away, but you don’t see any point in stringing him along any further. “Alright, alright, you got me. My parents enrolled me in a bunch of gymnastics classes when I was a little shit because I got it in my head that it’s something I really, really wanted to do. Turns out it’s a lot harder than it looks on TV, especially when you’re kinda out of shape.”
He chuckles a little bit at your admission, though it’s not any more embarrassing than the pose you’ve put yourself in. “You know, I thought I couldn’t imagine you teaching but you doing gymnastics is a hell of a mental image. Did you end up quitting or do it for a long time? Can’t imagine that’s something you pick up in a week or two.”
“Did it on and off for a couple years, but I kinda lost interest after middle school,” you say, trying not to let the slight regret you feel show in your voice. “Sorta wish I’d kept going with it, I met a lot of cool kids bouncing from class to class every time we moved. Sure beat the hell out of trying to make friends with people at every new school, that’s for sure.”
“Not like it’s too late to pick it back up as a hobby again if you want,” he says, offering a reassuring smile. “Same thing happened to me but with music. Really loved it when I was a kid, quit for a long time and then I picked it up again a few years ago.”
“Never told me you played music,” you say, cocking your head a bit with intrigue. “What instruments?”
“Little guitar, mostly piano,” he says, his hand shooting up to rub at the back of his neck slightly. “And I never told you because I’m actually not that good at them. Picked up guitar mostly because of my dad teaching me a little.”
“Wouldn’t mind seeing you play sometime,” you say, flashing a smile that you hope melts some of the doubt in his abilities. “I’m sure if you’ve kept up with it then you can play pretty well by now.”
“Not as well as I’d like to be playing,” he says, chuckling nervously. “Don’t think you’d be saying that if I decided to bust out Wonderwall on you, though.”
“Oh no, anything but that,” you say in a tone absolutely dripping with sarcasm. “Not sure I could stand to bear the dork I’m dating playing a song just for me…”
“Alright, alright I get your point,” he says, and you smile when you see he’s no longer rubbing at the back of his neck. “I’ll dust off the old guitar next time I come over to your place.”
“Good,” you say with a proud grin on your face. “Now do you mind helping me up? Legs are feeling a little like Jello right now and I don’t think I can get up by myself.”
“Sure,” he says, grunting a bit as he finds his way back onto his feet before offering out his outstretched hand. “You know, I could probably pick you up by the damn tail with how big it is.”
You take hold of the offered limb, though you stare up at him to shoot him a glare. “Don’t even think about it. It’s sensitive, remember?”
“Ah come on, how bad can it really be?” he asks as he tugs you up with a good bit of force, your legs slowly lifting off the ground. “It’s not like I’d be trying to pull it off or something.”
“Probably would hurt just as bad,” you say, springing back to your feet with his help. “So, what do you feel like doing next? Bench, couple sets of deadlifts maybe?”
He takes a second to think about it, his gaze wandering between a few different parts of the gym. No matter what he decides, you’ll be more than happy to do it, the high you’re riding from being able to fluster him so easily making you feel like you can do anything.
“Thought you said we were going to take it easy today?” He chuckles as he nods towards something behind you. “Benching sounds pretty good to me though, I haven't hit a chest day super hard in a little while.”
“Doing yoga is taking it easy, dork,” you say, taking him by the arm and tugging him towards the other side of the gym. “Now come on, I’m feeling pretty good about smashing a PR tonight.”
The two of you quickly make your way over to the benches, arms a hair's breadth away from being interlocked when you finally make it to the closest unoccupied one. 
You awkwardly untangle yourself from him and step towards the loose plates sitting on a nearby rack. “You good to spot me for 230? Just want to try a single rep, feel like I’m ready for it.”
You turn to see him raising an eyebrow slightly at the question. “I mean… sure, I guess? You sure you can actually lift that though? Not to doubt you or anything but didn’t you top out at 200 two weeks ago?”
"Yeah, but it’s not like I struggled that hard with it,” you say, your smile and words trying to show some confidence despite your quickening heartbeat, gulping down hard at the thought of lifting that heavy. “‘Sides I think we’ve been hitting our arms and chest enough lately, no?”
“Guess you’re right,” he says, walking forward towards you. “Here, let me help you load the bar. Don’t want to get worn out before you even start lifting.”
“Thanks, Mike,” you say, smiling before turning back towards the rack, grabbing two plates and handing one off to him before repeating the process. “You going to try for a record too?”
“Maybe,” he says, walking over to the other side of the bar and loading the weights before starting to come back for more. “I’ll see how I’m feeling after your lift. Might save my energy to try for a deadlift PR.”
“Sounds good to me,” you say, smiling in an attempt to bolster his confidence. “I’m sure you can pull it off after all that stretching.”
“We’ll see about that,” he says, taking two more plates from your hands.
The two of you finish loading the bar in what feels like no time, making sure the clip is safely secured on both ends. Once done, you quickly straddle the bench and take a deep breath before laying back on the cushion. If you thought your heart was beating fast before, the way it’s racing now makes that feel like nothing as you’re assaulted by the bright, fluorescent lights above, massive plates to either side of you. When you see Mike start to loom over you, you feel a little better, but not nearly enough to steady your nerves completely. You wipe your hands down as best you can on your sports bra, gripping the bar tight before taking another set of deep breaths. Once you’re sure your grip is right on the bar you decide to double check if he’s ready.
“G-good to go?” you ask, and you cringe inwardly a little when you hear how unsteady your voice sounds from the nerves.
“I got you, don’t worry,” he says, that trademark smile helping peel away the anxiety for your lift.
You shakily nod back in response and take one last deep breath before as you start to focus all your strength on lifting the bar off the rack. The exertion only makes you audibly strain and grunt, and for a moment it feels like there’s no way you’re going to get it to budge even an inch. You push and push, but mentally you’re already struggling to not just reset after a few more seconds of giving it your all. It only makes you all the more surprised when a moment later, you feel your arm start to buckle a bit as you suddenly find all of the weight on the bar exclusively supported by your unsteady arms. 
You manage to stabilize them after a little while, slowly bringing the weight down towards yourself until you can barely feel the pressure of the bar against your chest. It’s no small feat for you to get this far in the lift with this much weight, and you’re already feeling your arms quivering again as you start lifting the bar back up to rerack it. If not for the fur covering it, you’re sure you’d be visibly red in the face with how much you’re struggling with the weight despite pouring everything you’ve got into this rep. The sheer force pressing down against you causes a grunt of frustration to escape your lips like a cork shooting from a champagne bottle. You’re determined to continue pressing on and finish as strong as you possibly can though, feeling emboldened when the things Mike had said earlier about your strength cross your mind. With every thought you can feel that bar inching up towards the top of the rack, millimeter by millimeter, your arms wobbling like no other as you start to approach the halfway mark. It’s no easy journey to the top though, and you feel like you’re in a fleeting tug of war battle with yourself as you start to lose the progress you’d made just as quickly as it’d come. The bar drops almost a full inch in what feels like the span of seconds, and for a moment you start to lose hope that you’ll actually pull this off.
“Cmon, you got it!” you hear him say from above you, the sound startling you for a moment even as it starts to fill you with confidence. “Push through, Ruby!”
His words make every ounce of strength still left in every fiber of your being come pouring forth like a tidal wave, and in what feels like one gargantuan push, you manage to get the bar even higher than it was before. The thought of conquering this lift and smashing your record by a mile is the only thought at the forefront of your mind as you look forward to that payoff, that feeling that’s better than almost anything else. That high you’re riding as you chase an even greater one proves to be short lived when you feel your arm start to buckle again, your heart sinking down to your stomach in sheer terror when one of your pawpads starts to slip against the bar. You barely have time to react to what’s happening, but you know you have mere seconds to make a decision. Letting go of the bar to avoid breaking your arm is an option that briefly crosses your mind, but your gut tells you it’s better to try anything instead of giving up entirely. By now, your pad has almost completely slipped off the bar and thrown any semblance of stability out the window, your attempt at compensating upwards to fix your grip only making things worse. You can feel an overwhelming, gut wrenching panic wash over you as you watch that heavy bar hurtle towards your neck. It feels like time itself has slowed down from the sheer adrenaline coursing through your veins, your eyes widening with dread and your breath quickening as the mass of iron grows closer and closer with each passing second. The panicked thought that this is the end for you bursts forth like a geyser from the deepest recesses of your mind, and despite the paralyzing fright spreading to every inch of your body, you fight against the fate decided for you and push with what little of your hands are still in contact with the bar. It's not enough though, and in a rare moment of clarity, with what little time you have left to react, you flinch backwards and to the side as instinct takes over, trying to give yourself the best odds of survival as your arms finally give out.
“MICHAEL!” you scream at the top of your lungs as you close your eyes, bracing yourself for the impact you know is about to happen.
You feel the lethal bar barely brush against your chest fur as it undoubtedly continues to barrel towards your windpipe, your breath leaving your lungs as your body braces for the inevitable. You await the impact, time seemingly slowing down as dread fills you, yet it never comes. What does come, however, makes you flinch just as hard, an almost deafening, primal grunt that quickly swells into a yell filling the air, soon accompanied by the unceremonious crashing and clattering of metal against the bench and the floor below it, an eardrum-shattering noise you’re sure has grabbed the attention of the entire gym. Your eyes shoot open, but even though the immediate threat is gone your body still fights itself as you struggle to take in anything more than a shallow breath, the ringing in your eyes only giving you a momentary relief from the audible thumps of your quickened heartbeat. Your legs tremble and you can feel it, a sensation like static from a TV, spreading upwards from your fingers and into your arms as you continue to gasp harshly for air. You see a blur of movement fly past you, and what little part of your head still has room for coherent thoughts silently prays it’s Mike coming to your aid. The embarrassment of having both him and everyone else witness your almost fatal mistake only worsens your panic, the task of breathing seeming almost impossible as you keep trying only to fail, feeling more and more winded as the seconds go by. The only reassurance you get is in the form of his strong hands burying themselves beneath your back for support before they start to push you upright.
“RUBY?! RUBY?! Are you alright?!” he practically shouts, shaking you slightly as his words come pouring forth tinged with a panic you’ve never heard out of him before. “Come on, you’re good. Just breathe!”
You glance to your side and get a blurred glimpse of what you think is a worried Mike, his reassuring words making it a little easier to suck in fresh air into your lungs. The lack of oxygen has you feeling dizzy and you shakily raise a trembling paw as you close your eyes again to try and say that you’re alright, finding it hard to get even a single word out right now. 
“You’re doing fine, Ruby,” he says as he continues to stroke your back, his tone still a bit shaken but noticeably more calm than mere moments ago. “Just… keep breathing. You’re safe now.”
You desperately wish you could cover your ears right now, not to block out his honeyed words but to not have to hear the borderline deafening commotion that snakes its way past the ringing of your ears. As much as you know it's probably a bad idea, you have to see if the crowd forming is as bad as the one you're imagining, and you open your eyes again, vision a little less blurred than before as you slowly scan your surroundings. It's not as bad as expected, but seeing all those people looking in your direction as they mutter to one another, with some of them even starting to approach the two of you? It's something that makes your stomach start to twist itself into knots, leaving you feeling like you're about to hurl. You bring your gaze back to him, staring into his eyes as you try to focus on him and him alone, taking the best deep breath you can muster to quell the nausea welling up within you. His worried smile and the hand still stroking your back do wonders to calm your nerves, but what catches your eye above all else is the bit of moisture pooling up in the corner of his eyes, the sight making you feel like someone’s twisting a knife into your gut. The sight combined with the sheer amount of concern in his expression only makes just how much he cares about you sink in, and the whirlwind of conflicting emotions sweeping through you leaves you thankful he was here to save you. As safe as you feel with him here, with his caring touch and that damn smile of his, there's nothing you want more right now than to be alone with him, away from this place. The muttering, the watchful eyes and the bright lights bring painful memories bubbling back to the forefront of your mind and you fight to keep them down as you can feel yourself starting to calm down a bit. You can feel his thumb start to stroke the fur on the side of your snout, and you close your eyes a bit as you lean into his gentle touch there for comfort. A few more deep breaths later and you finally feel some of the panic start to fade away, enough that you finally feel ready to speak again. It takes you a few attempts, not really sure what it is you want to say, so instead of giving it much thought you decide to be just as honest as possible.

  *****

You hope she can’t feel the slight trembling in one of your hands as you continue gently massaging her back and shoulders, your heart beating so fast from the adrenaline high you’re riding that it feels like it’s going to burst out of your chest at any moment. The sudden rush of strength you had to muster from within to get that bar off her certainly doesn’t help matters any, leaving you slightly lightheaded but still in a much better state than she seems to be in. The fact that her normally pink inner ears had grown slightly pale is worrying, but she seems to be having less trouble drawing in air now, at the very least. Her strained gasps are still cause for concern, but it’s a far cry to how she’d been hyperventilating when you first sat her upright. You don't want to panic her even more with your likely hurried and downright worried speech, so you take her slow recovery from the near death experience as a sight that she's going to be fine, even if she's still shaken up. You appreciate that the few gym regulars care enough to start approaching the two of you, but knowing her as well you do, that kind of external pressure is the last thing she needs right now, and you wave a few of them off while offering a strained half smile. She opens her eyes again, and you stare into those amber pools intently even as her mouth starts to move.
“Mike,” she says, and you hold with bated breath as you wait for her to continue. “I’m… sorry, but can you just take me home?”
You swallow hard, nodding hard as you try to figure out how to exit stage left without drawing too much attention to yourselves. “Yeah, yeah, I can do that. Are you sure you’re good to walk?”
She shakes her head, offering a sheepish smile that almost makes you consider carrying her out of here. Just as you’re about to stand up though, you feel a tap against your shoulder that nearly makes you jump as you glance to your side. 
You immediately recognize him as one of the trainers on staff, offering another strained smile as you try your best to seem friendly despite the worry and panic still coursing through your system, an alarming number of thoughts involving Ruby at the forefront of your mind.
“Is she going to be alright?” he asks, the mature, normally gruff sounding man speaking in a soft, much less harsh tone than you’re used to hearing from him. “If you need us to call an ambulance or well… anything, we’re here to help, okay?”
“She’s just a little shaken up is all,” you say, not wanting to make even more of a scene than you’ve already made by throwing weights so far you nearly cracked one of the nearby mirrors. “Appreciate it though. Sorry about all the mess.”
“Don’t worry about picking the weights up kid, I’ll deal with it,” he says, giving you a firm, but much needed pat on the back that gives you the strength to be even more of a rock for Ruby. “I’ll give you two some space.”
“Thanks, Dean.” You nod before flashing him what’s unquestionably a smile of gratitude before starting your attention back to the girl in front of you.
“Been there before, trust me. Happens to the best of us,” he says before you see him start to silently wave off the people that had started to form a small circle around the spectacle, something you’re immensely thankful for.
“Look at me, Ruby,” you say, staring her dead in the eyes, catching that unmistakable look of panic sullying those amber tinted pools. “Don’t worry about all those other people, it’s just you and me here right now, okay? Relax, take a couple deep breaths and we’ll get going soon, alright?”
“I’m s-sorry,” she says, and the shaky words tumbling from her lips as she nods makes your stomach sink a little bit more, though you try not to show it. “Got cocky… almost got you h-hurt too.”
“Hey, there’s nothing to be sorry about, the only thing that matters to me is that you’re alright,” you say, hoping your idle stroking of her back and snout are at least helping her calm down as she continues to draw deeper and deeper breaths. “No shame in having to bail out. That’s why I was spotting you, just in case.”
“B-but the weights and the manager,” she says, shaking her head even faster as she weakly grips your shoulder for support. “Don’t want to… get you in trouble too.”
“I just talked to Dean, Ruby, everything is fine, you understand?” you say, speaking slow and concisely to get things through to her in her anxiety ridden state. “Nobody’s in trouble. Do you think you’re good to walk now?”
“Think s-so,” she says, and you can feel her fingers trembling against your neck as she tries to move. “Gonna… need a little h-help.”
“That’s good, just grab onto me and don’t worry about anyone else, okay?” you ask, her grip on you slowly getting tighter and tighter as the seconds pass.
Before long, she manages to get her other leg over the bench and onto her other side before she turns her body to fully face you. You slowly help her up onto her feet and do your best to shield her from any prying eyes as you bring yourself up from your knees as she clings to you like a shipwrecked man would to a lone plank of driftwood. Once you’re sure she’s good to move without falling, the two of you slowly start to make your way towards the exit, taking a pace that’s comfortable for her. As the two of you start to pass the locker rooms, you can hear a faint muttering noise coming from your side.
“What about your… bag?” she asks, still sounding a little out of breath as you lean your head down to hear her better.
“I’ll swing by and get it tomorrow,” you say bluntly, not wanting to leave her side in her vulnerable state. “Nothing important in there worth stopping for.” 
It doesn’t take long for the two of you to make it all the way to the front counter, the girl there offering a sympathetic half smile and a wave that you do your best to return kind before you slip past. Moments later, you find yourself pushing through the door and back into an even more powerful, bitter cold that you'd somehow forgotten about with all the thoughts racing through your mind, the sun now completely gone from the sky above. The light coating of snow you'd seen dusting everything in sight has more than tripled in thickness, your sneakers sinking into the powder as you take a step off the curb. She tries to take a step down, hobbling all the way to the edge of the walkway, nearly tripping and sending herself flying onto the coated pavement, your strong grip the only thing stopping it from happening.
“F-fuck,” she stutters, her voice and the loud clattering of her teeth filling the silence hanging in the air. “S-should’ve brought a… c-coat.”
You can’t bear to see her in this weakened state for much longer, your heart aching more and more with each passing second. You decide to skip the formalities for once and using your strength, you sweep the tiny girl off her feet and into your arms. You do your best to shield her from the elements as you start to practically power walk towards your car, praying nobody is out here to witness what you just did, for both your sakes. Despite how bad you know she feels, the hint of a both flustered and shocked expression on her features as you continue to walk brings you some relief, knowing you're helping to take her mind off things, even if it's with a gesture as silly as this. You're surprised she doesn't say anything at all, but you on the other hand can't help but to try and explain yourself, a sheepish smile starting to tug at the corners of your mouth.
“Sorry, Ruby,” you say almost under your breath as the windchill nips at the exposed parts of your skin. “Just didn’t want you to freeze to death is all.”
You feel like an idiot at your choice in words given what just went down fifteen minutes ago, but she seems too out of it to pick up on it. After a few more seconds of your brisk pace, you finally reach your car, struggling a bit to reach down and fish your keys out of your pockets. You manage after a couple more attempts, and you start to become acutely aware of your hands trembling from both the cold and the remnants of adrenaline coursing through you as you try to insert it into the passenger door’s lock. Once you manage to get it unlocked, you swing it open before gently dropping her into the seat and closing it behind you as you beeline for the driver’s side. You curse under your breath as you have trouble getting the key into this side as well, and you practically dive inside when you manage to get the door the slightest bit open. You don’t waste any time, your hands not failing you when they’re not at the mercy of the elements as you quickly start up the car, the familiar rumble and sounds of the cold engine giving you a more than welcome backdrop to distract yourself from your thoughts.
With one hand, you reach out to crank the heating up to max, thankful it actually works, which is a lot more than you can say about the AC. Your other hand reaches to the left of your steering wheel to fiddle with the vent and point the steady stream of hot air towards your face, a shiver ripping through you as the heat washes over you. You look to your right and find her fiddling with her vent as well, the urge to say something rising within you when you see her ears twitching as the tip of her tail swings about so unpredictably you’re almost worried it’s going to hit you. A sort of lightheadedness hits you out of left field, and you find yourself leaning back in your seat before taking a series of drawn-out, deep breaths to beat back the strange feeling in your stomach. After you're confident you're starting to come down from your adrenaline high, you look to your side only to find Ruby staring back at you, one of her paws over her stomach as she slings a cute, if a little strained, half-smile your way. Once again, your instincts to protect flare up and you scooch a bit closer to her to say something without having to raise your voice too much.
“Are you feeling alright Rub-”
“You alright, Mik-”
The two of you start to speak your concerns in tandem, and your smile only widens at how in sync the two of you are sometimes, even if completely by accident. Ruby's nose flares a tiny bit as her quiet, yet still endearing laughter starts to fill the nearly dead air, replacing the low drone of the engine as the dominant noise. It's practically contagious, but you don't resist, soon finding yourself starting to laugh alongside her, grinning like a dork when you hear her snort as her laugh grows more and more out of control. It doesn't take long for your own to grow in intensity, though you hunch over slightly when you feel a sharp pain shooting through your abdomen as a result, and you bring a hand up to your stomach to rub at it a bit. Despite the pain, it feels cathartic to laugh and smile together in earnest after that narrowly prevented tragedy, her bouncing leg a telltale sign that she's still wound up like a coiled spring. It takes her a little while longer to stop, but it doesn't bother you in the slightest, her cute laugh with snorts peppered in between rejuvenating your tired body. You stare into those cute amber pools as she comes down from her little laughing fit, the heating pushing loose strands of that hazelnut brown hair into her eyes as she tries her best to blow them away before tucking them up and behind one of her ears.
"You first," she chuckles softly, letting out a small grunt into the air as she adjusts herself to face you, a pained smile on her face as she lays on her side. "Probably better at the whole... talking thing than I am right now anyways."
"Just-" you say, still sort of entranced by how beautiful she looks despite the circumstances. "Wanted to ask if you're feeling alright.”
"Better, for sure. Stomach kind of hurts and I think I might've pulled something in my shoulder, stings a little whenever I move my arm," she says, a deep breath leaving her as her splayed out hand reaches out past the center console and towards your own. “Can’t stop thinking about what would’ve happened if you hadn’t been spotting me.”
You reach out to envelop her hand with your much larger one, still feeling some remnants of the cold as you dig your fingers into her fur and touch the squishy, if slightly rough paw pads underneath. As you start to tighten your grip, she returns the gesture in kind by stroking your bare skin with her thumb, the contrast in both temperature and texture making a shudder rip through you, something she seems to take notice of judging by her reaction.
“I know you’re not reckless, Ruby. You wouldn’t have done it without one,” you say as you let the much needed warmth continue to wash over you. “You want me to take a look at your arm right now?”
She shakes her head, tightening her grip a little more as she does. “Think I’ll be fine until we get home and get some ice on it. And yeah, maybe but… I feel like such a goddamn moron for not taking your advice.”
“Hey, it’s not like I’m right all the time,” you chuckle, returning the favor by stroking her hand with your thumb as well. “Only most of the time. We should get going though, don’t want to be out on these roads when it’s pitch black.”
“Dork,” she mutters, nudging you slightly as she lets out a long yawn. “You’re right though. Are you uh, going to… maybestaythenightagain?”
The words come quickly but at this point you’re more than used to her hurried speech when she’s embarrassed, flashing her a little smile as you slowly come to sit upright, not letting go of her hand all the while. “Sure, if you don’t mind sharing a bed with a dork again. Gotta make a really quick stop at my place though. Need to grab my uniform just in case I need to come in tomorrow.”
“That’s fine, I don’t mind waiting,” she says, stretching a free hand as she yawns again. “Feels like if I close my eyes I’m just going to fall asleep here.”
“Well don’t fall asleep just yet,” you laugh, slowly and regrettably having to unlock your fingers from her warm, fuzzy grasp. “Unfortunately, I need that hand to drive.”
She quickly gets the memo and lets go of your hand, but you’re confident she doesn’t need it as much anymore after your reassurances, if the growing smile dotting her features is anything to go by, the tinge of blush on the thinnest part of her ear only confirming it.
“Get your seatbelt on,” you say to her as you fiddle with the CD player, throwing on some ambient music for the night drive home. 
Once you find the right track, you put the e-brake down and quickly pull out of the parking spot before setting off for your place, your mind buzzing with thoughts and ideas as you try and focus on the road. Some part of you wishes you didn’t have to make the stop just to get her home quicker, and for a moment you entertain the idea of just taking a gamble on having to come into work tomorrow since it’s snowing heavily already. The more rational side of you stomps that idea out like a fresh cigarette butt, not wanting tomorrow to be anywhere near as tiring and complicated as this day's already been. The rest of the drive is slow and uneventful, doing your best to be careful with the limited visibility and traction on the way to your place. Before long, you’re parked in front of the building and you look to your side to find her sitting perfectly still. A hint of panic wells up in you for a split second before being extinguished by the realization that she probably just fell asleep on the way here.
“Ruby?” you whisper, reaching over to shake her slightly, almost jumping back yourself when she flinches hard. “We’re here, do you want to watch the car or come up with me?”
She rubs at one of her eyes as she seemingly struggles to bring herself to make eye contact, her hands grabbing at her tail as you hear the telltale sound of a gulp. "Actually Mike, would you mind if I uh... stayed? The night, I mean? Just feeling really wiped out, is all.
Her question isn't one you were expecting, much less in a day like this, and even though you wouldn't dream of saying no, you're feeling some butterflies in your stomach at the thought of her spending the night with you. There’s an expectant look in her eyes in between the fluttering of her lids, which only drives you to give her an answer.
"I don't mind at all, no," you smile, hoping the hesitation in your voice isn't anywhere near as bad as you imagine. "Just don't expect the kind of luxury you've got, alright? It's kind of a fun sized apartment."
“Can’t be that bad, mate,” you say, flashing you a drowsy smile as her head wavers for a moment. “Bet you keep the place in great shape.”
"Guess you're going to find out how true that is in a second, or two right?" you say, flashing her a slightly nervous smile before shutting off the car and cracking your door open. "You want some help getting out?
She nods fervently and you give her a small nod in return as you undo your seatbelt before heading back into the bitter cold, shutting and locking the car door behind you. You do your best to move to the other side quickly before your body really starts to realize how little layers you have on. By the time you get to the other side, she’s already waiting with the door open, and you stand close with arms outstretched for her to grab onto you again, bringing her into a bridal carry again before closing the door with a swift hip check, fumbling with your keys for a moment before you manage to fully secure your baby. You trudge towards the stairs leading up to your third floor apartment, occasionally looking down to smile at the way her ears twitch from the way you’ve chosen to carry her. Your heart starts to beat faster as you get up each flight of steps, only just starting to realize how exhausted you also are as you’re rounding the final set. You push through, and gently set her down when you finally get to your door, reaching down to fish out your keys. 
As you try to unlock the door like you've done a million times before, you find yourself missing the lock as your hand trembles, the temperature and thought of showing her your little getaway weighing heavily on your nerves. It takes another few attempts before you manage to warm up your hands enough to get the key in, quickly opening the door and allowing her to step inside as you follow close behind.
“Well, welcome to uh, Casa del Mike,” you say as you step through the threshold, turning a light on before locking the door behind you. “It ain’t much, but it’s home.”
You’re suddenly thankful you decided to tidy up the place a bit before you headed out to buy those birthday gifts, not wanting her to see how careless you can get with the limited space sometimes. Her lack of comment worries you slightly as she continues to walk forward and scan your apartment.
“Looks pretty nice to me,” she says, turning around to flash you a smile that vaporizes all the worries that’d been building up. “Nice couch, big TV, what more can you ask for?”
“Don’t tell me what you think until you see the rest,” you laugh, directing your attention to the thermostat on the wall and cranking it up to a toasty eighty degrees. “Go grab a seat on the couch, I’ll get you an ice pack.”
“Don’t have to tell me twice,” she says, and you watch her hobble a bit on the way to the living room, a sight that makes you wince out of concern.
You can hear her slump onto the couch as you make your way towards the fridge, and once there, you fling the top door open and feel around in the dim light until you find your trusty ice pack. With it in hand, you reach for the clean wash towel sitting on the counter to wrap it in, not wanting her fur to get wet as it melts.
A squinted glance towards your living room shows a tired, close-eyed Ruby splayed out on the couch, one of her hands rubbing at her shoulder, trying to ease her pain as much as possible. You think about grabbing some of the menthol balm you have stashed in your bathroom for sore muscles, but you decide against it when you realize all it’d do is make a mess of her fur while having little to no effect. As you make your way towards the couch, you flick the lights on in anticipation of having to take a closer look at whatever's causing the pain. 
You gently take a seat next to her so as to not startle her too much, giving her a light nudge as you hold out the wrapped pack. “Here you go. Hopefully it helps a little.”
Her eyes seem to snap open at the sound of your voice, and she sluggishly reaches for it, taking it from your hand before holding it to her shoulder. Ruby lets out a long sigh of what sounds like relief, but a part of you can't help but to be worried sick regardless, never having seen her this tired or out of it before.
“Mmh,” she mumbles as she starts to lean against you for support, her head nuzzling against your clothed bicep. “Thanks, Mike. Feels a lot better than without the ice pack for sure.”
Instinctively, you wrap an arm around her and bring her a little closer to you as you relax into both her and the couch, letting out a tired sigh of your own. On a cold fall night like this one, you’re thankful the heating actually works well for once, though you’re worried you might’ve cranked it up too high for someone with a thick coat of fur.
“Let me know if it’s getting a little too stuffy in here,” you say quietly as your hand idly strokes her other shoulder, digging your fingers in a tiny bit just to see if it causes her discomfort. “Not really used to thinking about fur.”
“Says the guy who can’t seem to get enough of it,” she says, wiggling and twitching against you before finally settling into a more comfortable position to be embraced by you. “And don’t worry, if I start sweating my ass off you’ll be the first to feel it.”
“Wait, do you guys actually… sweat?” you ask, cocking your head a bit as you continue to look down at her. “Always figured that was more of a figure of speech for you guys than anything.”
“Some of us can, some of us can't. Depends on the species, really,” she says as she moves her ice pack down a bit. “It’s nowhere close to how you guys get where you’re dripping head to toe, but I can definitely feel my paw pads and hands get slippery when I’m pushing myself.”
“Guess that explains why you and all the other anthros I’ve seen at the gym pant so loud,” you say, reaching up with a free hand to wipe your brow. “I imagine it’d be real shitty having damp fur all the time if you guys were like us.”
“Definitely didn’t help with that lift earlier,” she mutters, letting out a soft sight. “Can’t just wipe it off if it soaks into your fur and makes your hands all slippery. I feel like such a fuckin’ idiot for letting that shit happen when I could’ve just asked you for some of your chalk.”
You can’t help but wince when you watch her start to retreat into herself as she shakes her head silently. “Hey come on, you can’t just blame everything that happens on yourself, Ruby. I was there too and I didn’t say anything about the chalk either, so if you’re going to blame yourself then that makes me at least a little responsible too.”
“That’s-” she mutters before letting out a long sigh as she locks her gaze onto yours. “Don’t do that, Mike.”
“Do what?” you ask, cocking your head a little as you sit upright a bit. 
“Take the blame for stuff you didn’t cause, dork,” she says so quietly you can barely hear her. “Look, I know you’re just trying to make me feel better but I know it’s all my fault. If I hadn’t gotten so cocky, if I’d just done a little less weight-”
“So what if you got a little overconfident on a lift?” you ask, cutting her self deprecation a bit short. “It happens. You learned what not to do next time, too.”
“You don’t get it, Mike,” she says, raising her tone a bit before letting out a sigh of what you can only read as exasperation. “If it wasn't for you, there wouldn't even be a next time. I could’ve crippled myself, or… or worse. You should be the last one blaming yourself, because you're the only reason I'm not at a hospital right now, Mike. Or in its basement.”
Her words are as heavy and sobering as a splash of ice cold water to the face, and you sit there in silence for a moment, trying to think of how to best respond to her. “I’m sorry, Ruby. I wasn’t trying to make light of it. I know it could’ve gone bad, but it didn’t and that’s all that matters to me.”
“I know, Mike,” she says, her voice a bit shaky as she leans the side of her snout into you more. “I just feel like shit for putting you through that. The way you shouted… and having all those people looking at you and muttering to themselves while you were trying to calm me down. Felt like I was in one of those nightmares you can’t wake up from.”
“I don’t care what those people think of me because of that, and neither should you,” you say, bringing her into an awkward sort of hug as you tighten your arm around her. “If they’re going to make a fuss about me throwing some weights around to save my girlfriend’s life then they’re not worth giving a shit about in the first place.”
“You’re right but I’d just rather have avoided all that in the first place,” she says, looking up at you and flashing you an apologetic smile. “Next time we go in I’ll talk to the trainers and tell them it wasn’t your fault. Don’t want you getting kicked out or something because of me.”
“I wouldn’t worry about that,” you say, returning a smile of your own in kind. “Don’t get me wrong, it means a lot to me, but I already talked to Dean and he told me he’d take care of it.”
“When did you…?” she asks, trailing in almost disbelief as she looks to you for an answer.
“He came up to me while you were still out of it, I’m not surprised you missed him,” you say, trying to get the image of a shaken Ruby out of your mind. “He’s more or less the second in command whenever the owner isn’t around, so I trust him.”
“Does make me feel a little better knowing you’re not in trouble,” she says, your heart fluttering a bit from the closeness as you watch her smile widen a bit. “And I know I’ve said it a million times already tonight, but thanks for saving me.”
“I’m glad,” you say, a feeling of relief washing over you knowing she’s feeling much better than before. “And eh, it’s nothing you wouldn’t have done for me in the same situation. You mind if I ask you something though?”
“Nah, shoot,” she says, switching the ice pack to her other shoulder. “Owe you as much for everything today.”
“What even made you want to lift that heavy in the first place?” you ask as you idly stroke her arm. “You’re usually pretty careful with adding weight, so what made you want to shoot for the stars today?”
You know something’s up the second she breaks eye contact to look at the ground, so you decide to give her some time rather than continuing to press her.
“I dunno… it’s going to sound kind of stupid,” she says, adjusting herself in a way so she can come to rest the back of her head in the crook of your elbow. “Promise you won’t laugh if I tell you?”
“Swear on my mom’s life,” you chuckle, as you continue to look down at the kangaroo desperately trying to avoid eye contact with you. “When have I ever laughed at you before?”
“Mmm…” she mumbles as she glances up at you again. “Guess you’re right. Still hard to explain though, it’s not just one thing. I was so caught up in all the nice things we did together this morning and then at the gym that I wasn’t really thinking straight. Felt kind of invincible because of it, and then hearing all those nice things you said about my strength just made that feeling way, way stronger. It’s still my fault for letting all that go to my head, but it’s the truth.”
You’re not sure what to think about her honest words, feeling both flustered and confused at what you’re hearing. A part of you is touched that she holds the time spent with you in such high regard, and another side of you is slightly embarrassed that she'd noticed the compliment that you swore thought had been just under your breath.
“You actually heard that stuff, huh?” you say, chuckling as a sheepish grin starts to tug at the corners of your mouth. “Remind me to just keep those compliments in my head when I’m around those big ears of yours, then.”
“Never said I wanted you to stop,” she says, nudging you with her elbow in a much more gentle way than you’re used to. “You should be that honest more often, it’s really cute when you get like that.”
“Now you’re just trying your hardest to get me all red in the face,” you say, laughing a little bit as you can feel that intense burn start to spread around your features. “Honestly, I’m actually really happy you had a good time today. Don’t think there’s anyone else I would’ve rather been snowed in with.”
“God, you’re cheesier than a mozzarella stick sometimes,” she says, laughing hard as she finally takes the ice pack off herself and holds it out in front of her. “Can I tell you something else? Gotta promise not to be mad at me though.”
“I try my best to be as gouda as possible,” you shoot back, your own play on words making you cringe internally.
You earn yourself a roll of the eyes and a long groan for your troubles, something that only makes your smile widen knowing you hit the mark.
“If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were a standup comedian in another life,” she says as she walks two of her fingers across your clothed chest. “I’m serious though, can I tell you?”
“Ruby, I don’t think I have it in me to be mad right now,” you say, chuckling as you let your blunt honesty spill forth. “And somehow I seriously doubt I could be mad about anything you have to say right now.”
“Alright, I get it. I just wanted to say that… this ice pack isn’t actually helping that much,” she mutters almost under her breath, flashing you a sheepish, almost apologetic smile. “You think it’d be too much trouble if you just kinda did the same thing you did back at the gym?”
“What, like a massage or something?” you say, smugness tainting your smile when you realize she’s trying to be coy instead of asking you directly. “I think I could do that. You know, on account of you practically begging for it…”
“Oh, shut up,” she says, scoffing before leaning forward a bit to set the ice pack down on your coffee table. “You wish I was begging, you oversized dork.”
“Awfully big words for someone who melts like putty in my hands,” you chuckle as you pull her closer to you. “How do you want to do it though? If you want to just lay face down on the couch I think that’s probably the best bet.”
She cocks her head a bit, seemingly taking a short while to mull your offer over as her fingers continue to idly roam free and explore whatever parts of you they can reach. “Yeah, alright. I think you probably know better than me with this kind of thing.”
“Can’t exactly do that when you’re clinging to me this hard though,” you say, relishing in the opportunity to fluster her back after how much her earlier comments got to you. “The quicker the better with this kind of thing, helps more than you’d think with recovery.”
“Says the guy who’s hugging me so tight my eyes feel like they’re about to pop out of the sockets,” she laughs, tapping you on the chest with her fingers to make her point. “But yeah, you’re probably right. Remember one of my coaches saying the same thing.”
You relax the arm wrapped around her a bit, lifting it slightly to give her enough leeway to worm her way out. “Didn’t hear you complaining about it until now, short stuff.”
“Better not make that nickname a regular thing, you ass,” she says as she brings herself up and back onto her feet before turning to shoot you a glare of disapproval. 
“Don’t worry, I care too much about my crown jewels to do that,” you laugh as you join her in getting up. “Alright, just lay down and I’ll try and work my magic.”
“Didn’t know you were moonlighting as a wizard now too,” she says as she climbs onto the couch, getting into a push up position before letting herself plop down onto the couch, her face and snout pointing to the side towards you. “Don’t be too rough back there, it hurts pretty bad when I put a lot of pressure on it.”
“Don’t worry, I’ll be gentle,” you say, stifling a laugh as you resist the urge to make the easy joke she so graciously set up for you. “It’s not like I’m a chiropractor, after all.”
You get down onto your knees to put yourself in a better position to get at her shoulders, and you watch carefully as you go to put a hand on her back. The second your skin meets the fur of her shoulder she starts to shy away from your touch, and you hear a hiss of pain when your fingers start to press and probe around the flesh underneath.
“Mmh… shit,” she says under her breath after a few seconds, and you can feel her tail briefly brush against your right arm. “Right t-there is where it really fucking hurts.”
“Don’t tense up so hard, it’s only going to make it worse,” you say as you ease up for a moment. “I’m going to have to go a lot harder to really get at the muscle underneath. Close your eyes and try to think of something else, okay? And if it gets to be too much, just say something and I’ll stop.”
“Okay,” she says, nodding hard before slowly closing her eyes. “I trust you, Mike.”
You can’t help but smile a little bit as you can both see and feel the tension melting away, watching intently as both her ears and tail start to slouch, the arch in her back practically vanishing beneath your touch as she sinks further into the couch. You give her a few more seconds to prepare for what’s about to come before you press two fingers down into her shoulder muscles, slowly moving them in small circles as you continue to watch her for a reaction.
You coax short, barely audible grunts and hisses of pain from her as you slowly start to pick up the pace with your fingers, stopping every so often to give her a little time to take a breather before picking back up in the opposite direction. Your fingers glide across the entirety of her shoulder, the fur tickling your skin as you move from muscle group to muscle group until you’re massaging her upper bicep. Minutes pass and you find yourself going back and forth between the two parts, measuring your success by the lack of pained reactions coming from the tiny roo, the once concerning noises now finding themselves replaced by sighs and groans of relief. You take this as a sign to stop for a second, retracting your fingers to gently grab her arm with both hands before slowly extending it out towards yourself.
“Is that better or worse?” you ask, bending her arm a bit at the elbow just to make sure the pain is all localized in the shoulder. “Does it hurt anywhere else?”
“A lot better,” she says, her eyes fluttering open as she flashes you a warm, content smile. “Elbow sorta hurts, and I kinda feel it in my left wrist a little too. Bent it at a weird angle when I was trying to push the bar off.”
“I’ll work my way down then,” you say as you start gently kneading the area around her elbow. “Let me know when I’m at the right spot.”
She nods and you continue with your massage, only letting up on the pressure when her arm spasms slightly beneath your touch.
“Little bit down from there,” she says, and you adjust your hands before looking to her for approval again.
“There?” you ask as you start those small circular movements again.
“Y-yeah,” she says before letting out an odd mix between a grunt of pain and a moan of relief as you really start to dig your fingers in. “Ah f-fuck, that stings.”
“You want me to stop?” you ask, holding off on moving until you’ve got the go ahead from her.
“Just keep going, I’ll be f-fine,” she says past slightly gritted teeth as you continue on.
After you’re satisfied with the amount of attention you’ve paid to her elbow, you move even further down her left arm until you get to her wrist, the last place she’d mentioned feeling pain on. You feel around for a while until suddenly you feel her heavy, thick tail smack into your side, making you flinch in surprise. She doesn’t say anything but you the fact that you can hear her audibly hiss again as you dig through the thin layer of fur makes you curious as to just how badly she hurt herself trying to get those weights off. You lean in before lifting her hand up closer to your face, a little shocked when you see what looks like… bruised skin? The slight purple tinge makes your stomach tie itself into knots again as a pang of guilt shoots through you.
“What’s wrong?” she asks, near instantly noticing you bringing your hands to a stop as you take in the extent of the injury.
“You’ve got a pretty bad bruise there,” you say, brushing aside the fur as lightly as you can so as to not irritate it further. “Probably going to need to put some ice on it for a while.”
“Guess that’s what was hurting so bad,” she says, and you take notice of her wincing as you continue to feel around.
You take a hand off her arm to blindly reach for the discarded ice pack, grasping it firmly once you’ve found it. “Should be fine by tomorrow probably, I think you’d feel it a lot more if it was sprained. Might want to sit up again before I put this on.”
She nods before bringing herself onto her side again, and you scoot back on your knees as she brings her legs around and off the couch, not wanting to get your shirt torn open by her toe claws. You help her as best you can with one arm, sitting her upright first before standing up yourself to join her on the couch again. 
“Here, gimme your arm,” you say, grasping it as she offers it out before pressing the ice pack on the center of the bruise.
She hisses slightly when it makes contact with her fur, the combination of the cold, moisture and pain soaking down to the bone prompting a shiver to rip violently through her. “Fffuck. R-really hope you’re right about it being fine tomorrow.”
“Caught enough bruises and scrapes playing sports as a kid to know a thing or two about ‘em,” you laugh, hoping the small talk is enough to take her mind off things. “Dad always used to say they built character. Not so sure I’d say the same about the broken bones, though.”
“Think I’m one of the lucky ones then,” she says, scooting in so close her furred arm brushes against yours. “I’m in the ‘never been in a cast’ club. Had a couple close calls with the whole gymnastics thing, with the worst leading to a couple stitches. Still sucked for a while though, getting called Ms. Bald Spot at school while the fur grew back wasn’t exactly fun. How bad is breaking a bone?”
“Wasn’t somewhere you could hide it, I take it?” you ask as you move the ice pack in small circles. “And it hurts like a bitch at first, but it’s not so bad once you’re finally in the cast. Best and worst part about it is everyone wanting to sign the fuckin’ thing at school.”
“Got mine right on the side of the head, sadly. Kind of hard to hide that. So, how’d a dork like you break his arm anyway?” she says, her widening smile practically contagious. “Knowing you, some ridiculous way, I bet.”
“Honestly?” you chuckle, shrugging your shoulders a bit. “Wasn’t anything special or super memorable, just took a tumble playing soccer and landed on my arm real bad. Didn’t stop my dad from freaking the fuck out though, never saw him run so fast before that day. Thankfully the bone didn’t break the skin or anything, that happened to one of the other kids on the team and just the thought made my stomach churn.”
“I’m glad you didn’t have to go through that,” she says, her free hand rubbing at your forearm.
“Me too,” you say, returning the sentiment in kind with a genuine smile as you wrap an arm around her. “Still got both arms working in tip top shape.”
She laughs a little bit at your words, but doesn't say anything as you wordlessly continue applying the ice pack, the two of you content with just enjoying the peaceful silence and close contact with one another, only broken by the occasional hiss or grunt from her as you continue your tending. A couple more minutes pass and you find yourself glancing down at your watch, doing a small double take when you realize it’s already half past ten. As much as you like spending time together with her, you're both going to be a mess tomorrow if you don't get some sleep soon, and you decide to act before the two of you end up passing out on the couch again.
“So uh, you want to take the bed tonight?” you ask, the words coming a bit faster than you’re used to from your mounting nervousness. “Figure it’s better if you have it since your shoulder is killing you and all.”
You keep your gaze locked firmly on her but she doesn’t say anything for a little while, not that you mind since stringing thoughts together is proving more difficult by the second, drowsiness slowly beginning to wash over your body.
“What if we just-” she says, shaking her head a little as she cuts herself short. “Well, if you want we can… maybe just do the same t-thing as yesterday? Wouldn’t feel right having you sleep on your couch in your own apartment, Mike.”
As much as you want to disagree for her sake, you know she’s right, especially given how tiny your sofa is compared to your body. Not that the alternative is any better in that regard though, something you’re quick to want to bring up.
“Are you sure? Believe me, I want to, but it’s going to be a pretty tight squeeze in that bed with the two of us,” you say, feeling that burning blush start to rise up through your cheeks at your own honesty. “Just don’t want you to be uncomfortable is all.”
“I… I’d just really, really rather not sleep alone tonight, Mike,” she admits before letting out a deep breath of what feels like relief. “And I can deal with a little discomfort so long as… you’re there with me.”
Her words make you swallow hard as you realize how stupidly blind and dense you’re being right now, so much that she felt the need to be this straightforward with you. Nothing excuses you being this oblivious towards her wants and feelings, and you decide to quickly rectify your mistake.
“Then I’ll gladly be there,” you say, offering a warm smile as you bring the ice pack away to get a better look at the bruise underneath. “Looks a lot less swollen now.”
“Feels a lot better too,” she says before letting out a small yawn. “Might need you to actually carry me to bed though, my legs are still killing me a little from earlier.”
“Spoken like someone who’s looking for an excuse to get carried again,” you say, the smug grin on your features proving to be hard to wipe off. “Not like we hit legs today.”
“Both things can be true, you know,” she says, gently tapping a clawed finger to your nose. “Easy for you to say too, you’re not the one who held a split for five minutes.”
“Still seriously impressive, by the way,” you chuckle to yourself, hoping your little compliment distracts her long enough for what you’ve got planned, adjusting the hand you’ve got behind her in anticipation. “Not every day you see that kind of flexibility.”
“Nothing you couldn’t do if you did your stretches every day you-” she says, her sentence cut short by your sudden leaning down to hook your free arm beneath her legs.
You quickly bring her up into a position you can hardly qualify as bridal carry with the way she’s splayed across your lap, but you find yourself grinning like an idiot at the way she averts her gaze as she squirms in your arms. 
“Fuckin’ dork,” she mutters almost under her breath as she finds a firm grip on your upper arm to try and stabilize herself. “Always catching me by surprise and shit. Nearly fell on my ass…”
“Oh come on, I’m not going to let you fall,” you say, moving to stand up once you’re confident she’s still enough to make it easy on you. “Have I ever dropped you before?”
“N-no,” she says, meeting your gaze again as the tip of her nose and ears give off little twitches of embarrassment. “Doesn’t mean I don’t get a heart attack every time you do out of nowhere.”
Once on your feet, you adjust your arms a bit to better carry her through the thin hallway leading to your bedroom, watching your steps as carefully as you can to avoid banging her head on a corner.
"Wouldn't be as fun if it wasn't a surprise," you say as you tilt your head down slightly to meet what little of her gaze you can still see. "Means I'd miss out on seeing you get flustered  about it every time."
It’s hard to see her reaction to your words in the near pitch black darkness, with the only source of light being the faint moonlight leaking in through your living room window.  The way her tail thwaps repeatedly against the back of your legs as you walk towards your bedroom tells you exactly what she’s feeling despite her silence.
“Doesn’t happen every time,” she mutters again as she begrudgingly wraps both her arms around your neck, bringing her face so close to yours that her snout briefly brushes your cheek. “Just every time you try to be a little sneak about it.
“So…” you chuckle, your grin still widening as you reach the narrow door to your bedroom. “Like I said, pretty much every time.”
You hip check the door to open it, being careful to not let her bump her head against the doorframe as you reach for the light switch in the dark. While mostly unimpressive, the small room is thankfully one of the tidier places in your apartment, the posters and other decorations hopefully serving to distract from the small single bed in the corner against your desk. A few socks and clothes are strewn about on the shag carpeting, but compared to the messes you'd seen in your college years you're glad it's more boring than ghoulish, even if Ruby might be okay with it.
“Welcome to the cyclops’ lair,” you laugh, the little pet name she’d given you earlier growing on you at this point. “Probably a little more cramped than you expected, huh?”
“Mike,” she says, staring into your eyes as you continue to walk towards your bed. “How many times do I have to tell you it’s fine?”
You lean down to gently set her onto your covers, already missing the lovely warmth and sensation of her fur around your neck as her grip around it starts to looen. The bed creaks slightly as her weight finally hits it, her thick tail making an audible, if quiet thud before her rear follows suit. She looks around a bit, scanning your room for a few seconds before looking back up at you with tired eyes.
“You know, you made it sound like your room was going to be something straight out of a horror movie or something,” she chuckles as she reaches up to rub at one of of her eyes. “I like the posters and stuff, honestly makes the place look nicer than mine.”
“Leave it to the horror buff to somehow find something nice to say about it,” you say, smiling at your own joke as you plant your ass onto the edge of the bed. “Glad you don’t mind my little matchbox-sized oasis.”
“If it’s small for you, then it’s the perfect size for me, no?” she asks as she scoots in closer to you, tilting her head as she brings it to rest against your shoulder.
“Guess you could look at it that way, yeah,” you say, breathing out a small sigh of relief as you glance down at her. “Can’t say I’ve ever thought of it like that.”
“Well that’s because you’ve got two feet on me, ya’ dork,” she says, nudging you softly in the side with her elbow. “Also, kind of a weird thing to ask, I know, but....”
“Yeah?” you ask as she trails off, cocking your head slightly. “Lay it on me.”
“...do you mind letting me borrow one of your shirts?” she asks, and you can hear her tone grow more and more frantic as her tail starts to thwack against your sheets. “Kind of wasn’t thinking about a change of clothes and I really, really don’t want to get your sheets all dirty.”
You feel oddly flattered by how flustered she seems to get from asking you such a simple question, so much that you find yourself having to think about your answer for a moment, trying not to let your mouth get ahead of your brain.
“It’s just a shirt Ruby, I don’t mind at all,” you say, flashing her a warm, reassuring smile. “Besides, it’s not like you’re going to stretch it out or anything.”
“Just can’t help yourself with the little jokes, huh?” she says, the smile on her face despite her still averted gaze only making your own widen. “And I know, but it still doesn’t make it any less weird to ask. Evenifwearedating…”
“What was that? I didn’t quite catch that at the end,” you say, playing a little coy to draw out her honesty, those little expressions and mannerisms of hers always managing to make your heart flutter and race. 
“God you’re such a goober sometimes it hurts,” she says, breaking into a little fit of laughter. “You and that little smug grin, makes me just wanna…”
“Makes you wanna what?” you ask in an almost sing-songy tone as you reel her in with your question.
“Forget about it,” she says, giving you a well deserved jab to the side before letting out another little yawn. “Don’t have the energy to compete with a dork of your caliber right now.”
“Sounds to me like you’re just trying to save face,” you laugh, teasing her a bit more as you move to get up and grab a shirt. “You’re pretty well versed in the art of dork-fu yourself. Some might even say a master.”
“Takes one to know one,” she says, playfully sticking her tongue out at you when you glance down at her.
You walk over to your dresser, opening the top drawer and feeling around in the dim light until you find a good enough t-shirt, turning back to face her after. "Here, catch."
She leans forward to grab it with both hands before it hits the ground, shaking her head as she unfurls it in front of her. “Thanks, Mike. And christ, you could’ve told me this was a bed sheet and I would’ve believed you.”
“Not like I can help being tall,” you say, a mock frown tugging at the corners of your mouth as you loom over her once more. 
“Sure you can, just look at me,” she says, letting out a small laugh at her own joke. “Going to go ahead and get changed real quick.”
“Sounds good, I’ll just go step into the hall real quick, call me when-” you say as you turn to leave, though your words are cut short by her tugging on one of your hands.
“Didn’t say you had to leave, you goofball,” she mutters, the nervous smile on her face compelling you to stay and listen to what she has to say. “Just turn around real quick, I won’t bite.”
“You sure?” you ask, not wanting to impose despite her reassurances. “I really don’t mind at-”
“I’m sure, Mike,” she says, cutting you off again as one of her furred pads brushes against your hand, wiping any shred of doubt you might’ve had moments ago. “You might as well do the same.”
“Alright,” you say, nodding down at her before you start to turn around.
The instant you do, you can hear the creak of your mattress and a thump against your floor as she jumps to her feet again. You decide not to waste any time yourself, quickly shedding your shirt and wondering if she's looking your way as you strip down. Once you’ve tossed it into a nearby hamper, you get to work doing the same with the rest of your clothes, only stopping once you’ve stripped down all the way to your boxers and nothing more. You stand there, staring at your bedroom door until she decides to give you any kind of signal, trying to ignore the little grunts coming from her that you assume is just her struggling to get the form fitting clothes off.
“You need a little help, Ruby?” you ask, deciding to venture the question full well knowing how stubborn she can be with accepting help.
“Mh- I’m fine,” she mutters in a way that sounds more like it's directed at herself than towards you given how much she sounds like she’s struggling. “Stupid tail is stuck in the ngh- goddamn hole!”
“Doesn’t sound like you’re fine to me,” you say, a smile forming on your face as you hear her continue to struggle with her clothes. “You sure you don’t need a hand?”
“I’ve got it!” she shouts, and you can hear the sound of her discarded clothes a short while later as they land in the hamper.
“Am I good to turn around again?” you ask after another minute, a part of you wondering what’s taking her so long to put on a t-shirt.
“Almost done, just… one second,” she mutters under her breath from behind you. “Swear they make these things goddamn impossible to take off.”
You step to the side out of reflex when you feel the tip of her tail bump against your leg, and you get the briefest glimpse of her that only serves to widen the smile plastered on your features. A few more seconds pass and you swear you can hear another garment faintly hitting the ground beneath you.
“Alright, about as ready as I can be,” she says, her hurried words giving you a good mental image of what to expect.
You turn around and have to resist the urge to laugh when you see what she looks like in your shirt, the hem of it extending way past her thighs to form what you can only call a makeshift dress. She looks beyond flustered to be wearing it, rubbing over one of the oversized sleeves as her ears and tail let off those small, erratic twitches and wags that you’ve come to find unreasonably cute. The blush that’s slowly tinging the tips of her thin ears makes your heart skip a few beats, and what you spot out of the corner of your eye has you feeling the same way, your cheeks quickly starting to burn. You try to draw your gaze away from the discarded sports bra and back to her eyes, something not made easy by the way she’s actively choosing to stare at the ground past you. 
“You actually rock it better than I do, somehow,” you say, struggling not to grin like an idiot as the honeyed words leave your lips.
“It’s just a shirt, Mike,” she says, and the two of you briefly make eye contact as you awkwardly stare at one another. “Good to head to bed if you are. Don’t want you to be a total zombie at work tomorrow.”
She reaches up to undo the scrunchie keeping her hair tied up in a neat ponytail, and you can’t help but gawk as the slightly curled hair flows down just past her shoulders before coming to a stop. The hazelnut brown hairs are a nice complement to the fiery amber pools you always somehow manage to lose yourself in, the two combining to make her look stunning no matter what she’s wearing.
“Yeah, sorry,” you say, shaking your head a bit in a futile attempt to look like something that isn’t a slack jawed idiot as you drink in her simple, yet somehow elegant beauty. “At least I can always sneak in a quick freezer nap. Don’t think you have quite the same luxury.”
“Nothing a thermos full of coffee can’t fix,” she says, still fidgeting with her arms as she sways from side to side, seemingly far too nervous to stay still despite the blatant tiredness visible in her expression. “Freezer naps check out though, with how out of it you seem after work sometimes.”
“Maybe if a certain someone didn’t drag me to the gym after work every day,” you chuckle as you move to sit back down on the edge of the bed, patting the sheets as an invitation for her to do the same. “Going to have to take preworkout after work at this rate.”
“It’s for your own good, dork,” she says, frowning as she turns to face you before playfully socking you in the shoulder. “You’ve put on a lot of muscle this past month.”
You decide to pretend the impact of her ‘blow’ is far stronger than it actually was, letting yourself fall back onto the mattress, staring at the ceiling for a bit as you think of what to say. “Not like you let me forget with how you stare all the time.”
You can feel her tail swipe against your bare leg as she gets closer, hearing the tiny kangaroo climbing up onto the bed next to you before you even get so much as a glimpse of her again. What you do see when she finally comes into view again is a mock pout of disapproval as she looms overhead, something that only makes you chuckle in combination with how your oversized shirt sways with every movement she makes, no matter how small.
“I do not stare,” she says, and the smile that threatens to break through her little pout as she gives you a well deserved roll of the eyes tells you that even she can’t keep a straight face telling such a boldfaced lie. “Dickhead.”
Almost as if on cue and betraying her words, you can see her gaze drift down to your bare chest for the briefest of moments before it suddenly snaps back to your eyes. 
A thought bubbles out from the recesses of your mind, and you shoot Ruby a small smile as you prepare to deliver your little joke. “You know who you’d be if you were a superhero?”
You see her raise an eyebrow at your seemingly unrelated question, and you watch intently as the gears in her head start to turn. “Who?”
“Cyclops, with the way you like to stare holes into me,” you say before breaking into a fit of laughter at the joke you’re weirdly proud of.
You’re only briefly broken out of it when you feel her weight crashing down on your chest as she practically tackles you, your arms shooting up to catch her as you find yourself face to face with her in a close embrace, her snout less than an inch away from your face. 
“That… was such an  awful  fuckin joke,” she laughs, socking you in the chest playfully as her chest heaves, seemingly trying to stop herself from going into a fit of her own. “Any second now, the comedy police are going to come take you away. Just you wait.”
“You’ll bail me out though, right?” you ask as you bring an arm around her back, pulling her a bit closer to you. “A clown like me won’t survive a day in the clink.”
“Might have to,” she says, smiling a bit as strands of her loose hair start to tickle at your skin. “Don’t think I can survive a day without you.”
The words from her are far from what you were expecting, the surprising sweetness in her sudden confession making your heart both ache and race, the breath knocked from your lungs as her words echo in your head. You try to think of something equally as nice to say back to her, but you find yourself unable to form many words at all.
“What happened to me being an insufferable dork?” you ask, staring into her eyes as you slowly scoot up the bed towards your pillow, keeping your tight grip on her all the while.
“Never said insufferable,” she says as she touches a paw pad to your nose, a part of you praying she can’t hear your heart jackhammering in your chest as she grows closer. “The dork part’s kind of grown on me a little.”
“Only a little, huh?” you say before you blow an errant strand of her hair out of your eyes. “Well the clown in me is happy to finally get a little bit of appreciation for once.”
You adjust yourself as the top of your head finally makes contact with your pillow, lifting both your head and her body a bit to get it under your neck.
“I’m being serious, Mike,” she says, gently brushing strands of her hair out of the way with her free hand as her other stays busy exploring the stubble on your face without even the slightest hint of shame. “Today was-”
Ruby cuts herself off but her hands don’t stop roaming as she starts to become visibly lost in thought as she stares intensely into your eyes, her chest heaving as she lets out a deep breath before slowly sucking in another. The last time you saw her get this intense was the night she'd broken down in your arms and a weird mix of anticipation and hesitation combine to make your stomach sink into a pit. One that's quickly starting to well up with a noxious, acrid anxiety, threatening to wash away the emotional high you've been riding for what feels like hours. By now you know better though, and you decide to keep yourself in check as she takes yet another deep breath.
“Yeah?” you ask in a hushed, near breathless tone of voice before sucking in a lungful of air.
“S-sorry, not really good with this kinda stuff,” she practically whispers, her voice wavering more and more with every word that spills forth from her, each one more rushed than the last. 
“Take your time,” you say, offering what you hope is a warm smile to help her feel more at ease with you. “I’m not goin’ anywhere.”
“I was… trying to say that today was really, really great. With you, I mean. Because of you, even,” she says, shaking her head a bit as she stumbles over each word harder than the last. “Just feel kind of bad that it all had to end on a sour note 'cause I got cocky. You don't know how much it all means to me, Michael.”
You find yourself swallowing hard as the already shallow gap between the two of you closes more and more by the second, the heat radiating off her soft fur enough to make a spine arching chill run through you. 
“I’m really happy you feel that way about it, Ruby,” you say, swallowing hard as you watch her smile grow wider with every word. “Doesn’t really feel like I did all that much but-”
You’re physically cut off from saying any more as she gently touches two of her furred fingers to your lips. “Michael. Do you want to know why today meant so much to me?”
You nod slowly in response to her question, squirming a bit from the ticklish feeling of her fur grazing your bare skin in so many spots that it’s making you break out in goosebumps. As much as you want to say something right now, you can see in her passionate, fiery eyes that she’s thought her words through a million times, each one carrying a sentiment she’s been dying to express for god knows how long.
“I’m glad you were there to save me from myself at the gym, but that’s only a little part of it,” she says, and you quickly pick up on her own breathing growing erratic. “The fact that you stuck around today and shared all that stuff we talked about? It makes me happy to know that you trust me enough to… open up like that around me. But what makes me even happier than that?” 
“What’s that?” you ask, taking breaths in tandem with her while you try to take your mind off how red in the face you probably are right now.
“It’s that you didn’t mind inviting me here and sharing this place with me in the slightest,” she says, her chest pressing so dangerously close that you swear you can feel her heart beating against yours. “Just happy I can finally call us a couple and well… do stuff like this together.”
Her words hit like a freight train, and you find yourself barely noticing both her hands coming to rest against your shoulders with the whirlwind of emotions running through you right now. You want to tell her you feel the same way, but the words just don't come, your brain doing its damnedest to stop you from ruining the moment, refusing to let even a single word slip loose from your lips. It feels strange to be riding this sort of high, her kind and honest words making you feel like you're in heaven itself and yet, you feel completely unable to muster the same back, left far too stunned to return the passion and conviction she delivered by laying herself bare. It’s rare that you feel so suffocated and lost for words, but if there’s anyone able to pull off such a feat, it’s her. You scramble to think of a way to express your emotions, and feelings as you continue to look into her expectant eyes, but you're only left stunned as you drink in the simple beauty across her features.
You don’t dare to say a word or pull away as her face continues to inch closer to yours, her breathing growing heavier as the hand previously exploring and caressing you settles on your cheek. With how her chest is slowly pressing down against yours, you swear you can feel every erratic, fast-paced beat against your exposed skin. The thought that she can probably sense the same coming from you doesn’t help the way you feel in the slightest, and you find yourself feeling as flustered as she looks as you continue to stare into each other's eyes. With nothing else on your mind but her, you find yourself noticing the way her ears start to noticeably twitch before folding downwards, swallowing hard when you notice something about the way she drinks you in with her now half-lidded amber eyes. It’s an expression you’ve never seen from her before, and the look that you can only liken to hunger as she awkwardly tries to bite her lower lip makes you feel hot under the collar. She continues to slowly close in, and you feel the fur of her snout brush against your face for a brief moment as she adjusts herself, the feeling of her warm breath against your burning cheeks making your skin break out in goosebumps in what feels like an instant. Instinctively, you hug her closer to you with the hand you’ve had on her back for the last few minutes, though you can’t for the life of you figure out what to do with the other one as she nuzzles your face briefly with the side of her snout. The closeness lets you pick up something else entirely, and each breath you take brings with it the rich, earthy scent of her fur, hints of what you think is the subtle, more muted smell of cherry blossoms coming alongside it. It makes you feel strangely at ease, a more than welcome feeling given you’re so tense that you feel like a coiled up spring ready to unravel at any moment. Before you can find yourself relaxing in the intimate moment you’re sharing with her, you feel Ruby grip down hard on your shoulder before she pulls her head back for the briefest of moments, giving you a flash of an apologetic half smile before she mashes her lips against yours.
You almost can’t believe what’s happening, though you quickly react by slowly bringing your hand up her back as you try to lean into the kiss with as much fervor and passion as she’s putting into it. Her technique is clumsy and awkward as the two of you struggle to figure out the best way to share a kiss, both of you awkwardly tilting your heads as you try to figure out how to best lock lips with a snout. Your heart feels ready to burst out of your chest at this point, and despite your difficulties in figuring out this whole kissing thing, you couldn’t feel happier right now. You do your best to make her feel just as wanted as she's made you feel tonight, the two of you finally settling into your tender embrace, both your hearts beating frantically as your minds grow hazier and hazier. Her small lips are soft, and what starts off as a chaste kiss slowly develops into something more as the two of you start to get more and more into it; your free hand coming to rise and rest against the side of her snout before you idly start to stroke it with your thumb. You can’t see much with her snout taking up most of your vision, but you can definitely feel her shiver, squirm and twitch beneath your touch, things you also find yourself doing as she brings both her furred hands up to caress the back of your head as you continue to explore each other for the first time. The feeling of her furred fingers and pads as they gently run over and through your hair and scalp is almost indescribably good, so much that you find yourself barely noticing as her tongue starts to gently, yet awkwardly probe between your lips for entry, something you’re more than happy to just let happen and reciprocate in kind. 
She mashes her snout even harder into your lips when her tongue finally reaches yours, and you have to fight the urge to flinch once her damp nose brushes against your stubble, her fur tickling at you as you feel something akin to whiskers stroking against your skin. While it's an alien feeling, you find yourself getting lost in that contrast, your senses overloading as your tongue starts wrestling with hers, vying for control in your little dance as she nibbles at it, your hips nearly bucking every time she teases you. With how distracted you've been by Ruby, you hardly noticed until now how your hands slipped beneath the hem of her shirt, your greedy fingers gliding across her coat and copping a feel of the extra soft fur as you pull her closer towards you. When her taut, corded back muscles brush against your fingertips, it's like someone's flipped a switch in your head, a primal and all-consuming feeling suddenly raging within you, and you find yourself pushing back against her with your lips, just as eager to explore with your tongue as she is. You let out a muffled grunt as you feel her body pushing towards yours, her excitement getting the best of her as she tries to overpower you, your lips mashing into hers as you try to gain control, your tongue snaking past her own as it seeks a way in. You feel her give in without a care in the world, your surprise dulled by the intense desire welling up inside you as you realize just how much you've wanted this. You want to touch her, to protect her, but above all you want to love her, your lips melting into hers as your tongue starts to wrestle back, every tiny poke and prod you deliver turning her to putty as the tiny kangaroo squirms under your hungry grasp. She doesn't let up however, far from it as her hands continue to travel behind your head, grasping at your hair as she holds on and rides your passion filled kiss all the way to the end, her tail coiling around your legs as if she'd drift apart without it, afraid to let you go even for a moment. You can feel Ruby shiver as your fingers explore her back, tracing slow, measured lines across her muscles and spine, your tongue tangling with hers as the two of you wrestle for control, feeling her grip on you tighten as you continue. Her eagerness doesn't end there though, Ruby not letting up for a single moment as your roving hands continue to touch and grope at everything in reach, your dexterous fingers scouring her tiny, muscled frame as they coax a muffled moan from her, a noise that stokes the raging fire inside you like nothing else you've ever felt before. It goes beyond just a mere feeling, becoming a wordless need to make her feel wanted and loved, and to lose yourself in the moment as you're loved back. 
You don’t know how long you’ve been at it, but you don’t want this to ever stop, for this divine feeling to ever go away. With the way she needily clings to you, squirming and wiggling to get closer still, you briefly wonder just how touch starved she really is as her happy, yet muffled noises of pleasure and adoration continue filling the otherwise quiet room as you struggle to keep up with her demands. What you didn’t expect though, is for her to start pushing back with just as much hunger behind it, one of her hands moving down to your shoulder blade as she throws her weight into you in an effort to push your back down onto the mattress while not breaking your awkward embrace. It doesn’t quite work the way you think she wants it to, but she seems satisfied all the same as she gets the upper edge in your lewd game of tug of war. You can't help but feel a little disappointed when her hand leaves the back of your head, but the lovely feeling of her bringing you into a tight embrace more than makes up for it, her arms wrapping around you like you're nothing more than a teddy bear as she stares into your eyes, those beautiful amber pools of hers becoming more vivid by the second. You can feel your cheeks burn with every embarrassing grunt and half-moan she manages to coax from you, her nimble fingers digging into the back of your shoulder, her touch so gentle you have to fight the urge to buck under it. You want this to last so much longer, and you find yourself quickly running out of air to breathe, though neither of you seem to want to let your stubborn streak get the better of you and be the one to pull away first. The seconds feel more like minutes as you become increasingly aware of just how quickly your hearts beat against each other, every thump, grunt and muffled moan resonating in your bedroom as you take in another breath through your nose. That rich, oddly girly scent of her fur conditioner is intoxicating and beyond delightful, a perfect fit for the tiny, strong woman holding you close, hellbent on exploring every part of you she can reach. As much as you want to be the last to pull away, you find yourself having to, cursing your human lung capacity as you break away from her, gasping for breath. Your chest heaves as you draw in much needed air, and she quickly joins you in doing so, the two of you panting in tandem as your faces linger a hair’s breadth away from each other, the look in her eyes telling you she wants this to continue just as much as you do. You can’t help but flash a goofy, all too wide smile at her as you struggle to catch your breath, an equally happy, yet awkward smile starting to tug at her own features. Her tail repeatedly thwacks against your legs and the mattress as her ears give off small twitches upwards before gently folding downwards again. Once you finally manage to catch your breath, you decide to be the first to break the silence.
“So uh,” you say, struggling to find words that can even remotely come close to describing how good the high you’re riding now feels. “That was… wow.”
While you can’t help but cringe inwardly at your poor choice of words, the way she breaks out into a small bout of laughter before letting out a cute snort makes the butterflies in your stomach come out to play as your heart skips another beat. 
As if she can sense the way you feel about your words, she makes you feel even more like an oversized teddy bear as she briefly nuzzles your cheek with the side of her snout as she pulls back a tiny bit more.
“Y-yeah,” she mutters after another bit of laughter before brushing a lock of her curly, now even more unkempt hair to the side, swallowing hard before continuing to speak. “R-really nice.”
Even though the two of you are clearly happy about what happened, the awkwardness in the air is almost palpable and both of you struggle to not fidget as you come up with the right words to say to one another.
Both of your chests heave as you continue to pant in near unison, one of her hands still gently brushing against the hair on the back of your head as another comes to suddenly, but shakily rest against your chest. If she couldn't feel your heart practically bursting from your chest before, you're almost sure she can now, her pawpads coming to a hard stop above as her small, unsteady smile widens. Her touch is beyond addicting, and every little movement her pads and furred fingers make sends jolts of electricity down your spine, your skin turning to gooseflesh from the contrast. Every breath you suck into your oxygen starved lungs only makes it harder to think when the air is tinged with the earthy yet fruity smell of conditioner. As much as it feels like she’s got you under her finger, you can tell she's just as affected, your digits running through the fur on her back as you continue to stare each other in the eyes. Her nostrils flare wide as she takes in breath, but her gaze doesn’t falter for even a second as she scoots forward as if she’s going in for another kiss. The sudden shift of her weight on you only makes it feel like you’re seconds away from collapsing backwards onto the bed, and you do your best to keep steady as she adjusts herself. The fire and hunger you’d seen in her eyes before is still present and her amber eyes are so vibrant in the low light of the room that it feels like you’re under moonlit stars. You’re not sure what you look like right now, but if the way you feel like pulling her into another loving kiss right now is any indication, you’re sure there’s an equally passionate look staring back at her. What feels like minutes pass you by, and yet that intensity in her expression barely seems to wane, the embers of a month’s worth of romantic tension still burning red hot even after the intimate kiss has long since passed you both by. While you don't mind the silence, there's a part of you that's dying to speak, wanting to explain and tell her just how much she's making you feel right now. As you go to open your mouth and let the embarrassing words spill free, you feel the shoulder that’s been supporting both of your weights for the last fifteen minutes finally give out, sending you tumbling back onto the soft mattress below. You hear Ruby let out a small surprised yelp as she’s brought down with you, the entirety of her small frame’s weight landing squarely on your chest, nearly knocking what little wind’s left in there right back out.
You flash her an apologetic half-smile as you lay your head back against the edge of your pillow, leaving her just enough room to tug her hand free as she brings it to rest on the top of your head. 
“You alright?” you ask, concern audible in your tone as the words hurriedly leave your lips. “Sorry about that, arms finally decided to give out.”
“I’m fine,” she shoots back, sweeping back a loose lock of her hair as her eyes focus on you again. “Funny though, I don’t remember you hitting arms today.”
You can't help but laugh at her words before shaking your head and sighing out as a wave of exhaustion washes over you. “What, carrying you up three flights of stairs suddenly doesn’t count? That tail of yours is heavier than it looks, you know.”
You're sure your little comeback hit the mark, her tail immediately swiping and twitching across your legs, the sensation of her soft fur brushing against your bare skin comforting in a way you can't really explain.
“Guess you’re right,” she says, sending another wave of shivers up your spine as she gently digs her fingers into your scalp, ruffling your hair all the while. “Think you’re exaggerating about the tail though.”
"Maybe you're just used to it because you have to carry it around all the time like some kind of third leg," you laugh, your smile widening further when she joins in. "Could probably balance yourself on it if you tried."
"Trust me, I've tried, dork," she says once she comes down from her little bout of laughter, giving you a small love tap to the shoulder.
You get a brief glimpse of the time on your watch from out of the corner of your eyes, a sense of urgency filling you when you realize how late it is. "Shit, do you work tomorrow?" 
“Probably not if we’re getting snowed in again, district’s usually pretty lax with snow days since we have a lot of kids that walk to school,” she says as she idly plays with your hair, softly pulling her fingers away and tugging it before digging back in. “More worried about you than anything, I can get by on a few cups of coffee. Should probably both get to bed.”
"Mmh," you mumble, groaning as her claws dig into a particularly sensitive part of you. "But that means... no more of this. Why stop a good thing if you can keep it going, y'know?"
"What, you mean this?" she says, continuing to scratch your scalp to prompt yet another grunt from you. "Is it really that good?"
"Believe me, it's that good," you say, sighing out in contentment. "Don't just mean that though. Just... spending time with you like this is really, really nice."
"Bet you're just saying that because you want me to keep playing with your hair, ya dork," she says, her ears twitching as she averts her gaze for a brief moment to suck in a deep breath. "Probably sounds stupid, but it almost feels like I'm dreaming all this up."
"It's not stupid if I feel that way too," you say, proudly showing off the smile on your face as you pull her even closer. "Though I'm not exactly going to say no to a scalp massage from my girlfriend."
"Y-you know, I think I've got an idea," she says, and you can feel her tail wildly brush against your legs as she shifts on top of you. "Let me just..."
In one swift, yet carefully calculated motion, she rolls off you and lands at your side. She quickly turns to face you, flashing you a warm smile that makes your heart skip a beat as you instinctively bring an arm around her. 
“Should warn a guy before you go doing evasive maneuvers you know,” you say, chuckling at your own joke, pulling her close all the while.
“And if I don’t?” she asks, before bringing both arms up and wrapping them around you, one of hands coming to rest against the back of your head again, her dexterous fingers quickly finding their target buried beneath your hair. 
“Dunno,” you chuckle, doing your best to shrug while awkwardly half-laying on your side. “Don’t have it in me to be a smartass right now.”
“Finally, some peace and quiet,” she giggles as she starts to hug you tight, her warm fur brushing against every exposed inch of your skin as she presses against you with little shame. “You’re not the only one, you know.”
“Huh?” you ask, cocking your head as you take notice of her twitching ears and nose as they grow closer and closer. “What do you mean?”
“Don’t make me spell it out, dweeb,” she says, softly tugging at the clump of your hair between her fingers. “You know… like you said. About not wanting this to end.”
Her words take you by surprise with just how honest they are, the sheer embarrassment in both her face and tone only making that feeling more intense, her tight embrace leaving you a little misty-eyed as you take it all in.
All you can do is smile as your brain repeatedly fumbles its job of fetching you the right words to say back, eventually managing to give you a few to string together haphazardly. “That makes me really happy to hear. There’s always tomorrow though, not like I’m going anywhere, Ruby.”
“I hope not,” she says, letting out a little laugh before hugging you so tight it feels like you’re going to pop. “You can’t just give a girl her first kiss like that and then vanish on her.”
“Wait, really?” you ask, the words more directed at yourself than at her, but they spill forth from your lips all the same, the implications making your mind race as your cheeks start to burn hotter than lava.
She nods fervently, her gaze still locked firmly onto yours despite her half-lidded and fluttering eyes telling you she’s barely holding on to the waking world as is. “Y-yeah. Isthatweird? HopeIwasntabadkisserorany-”
You decide to lay her worries to rest before they run wild in her mind. “It’s not weird, Ruby. If anything I’m the one worried about not being great.”
“You’re really cute when you get all red like that, Mike,” she says, and her words nearly make you choke on your own saliva. “If you ask me… you’re really good at it.”
You refrain from cracking a tiny joke, not wanting to ruin the moment as her honeyed words make you beam with both pride and confidence. “You’re not so bad yourself, y’know.”
“Really mean that?” she yawns as she idly runs her other hand over your shoulder. “Don’t have to sugarcoat it.”
“Of course I mean it,” you say, flashing her a reassuring smile as you feel a wave of tiredness start to wash over you, her yawn contagious. “Wouldn’t lie about something like that.”
She just smiles as she continues staring into your eyes. “I know, I know. Thanks again for well… everything today.”
"Just happy you're safe is all," you say, pulling her closer and closer still, letting your actions speak for you. "I had a great time today too."
She doesn’t say anything more, opting to take you by surprise as she buries her snout into your shoulder as she hugs you even tighter than before. For a moment there’s a hint of concern that she might’ve gotten overwhelmed enough to cry, but it's swept away in an instant as the side of her snout nuzzles against your ear. You decide to embrace her tightly back, both of you more concerned with how nice this all is to worry too much about how you’re a single layer away from cuddling in the nude. You adjust into a much more comfortable position as you hug it out, and you reach to your side to grab and pull the thick comforter over the two of you. While the sheets are cold at first, her body heat and fur rubbing up against you quickly insulates you from it, and you can't help but mumble in satisfaction as you rub your head against hers. You can feel your eyes start to flutter as you continue to stroke her furred back practically on autopilot, the only sounds floating in the air coming in the form of satisfied groans from both you and her, the occasional sound of her sniffing creeping in here and there. You’re still not really sure why exactly she does it, but it’s grown on you enough that you don’t mind it in the slightest; and considering you find the scent coming from her fur so appealing, it’s not hard to guess why she might do it so often. She squirms a bit more in your arms, her hands slowing down as she sighs out in sheer contentment.
“Can I tell ya’ something, Mike?” she says, before letting out a long, drawn-out yawn, her tail audibly thumping against the mattress.
“Sure,” you say, fighting the urge to close your eyes fully. “Anything, Ruby.”
“D-don’t take this the wrong way or like, in a weird way but,” she mutters, stuttering and stumbling over her words. “Your scent… makesmefeelreallysafe. Just wanted to say t-that.”
You’re not entirely sure which way to take her admission, but it’s oddly flattering coming from her. All the times you’d caught her in the act before suddenly make a lot more sense to you, and despite that you’re still left unsure of what to say even as you continue to embrace the tiny kangaroo. You decide to close your eyes and really allow yourself to focus on the sensation of her furred body against your skin, the sounds of her breathing and sniffing oddly calming to your drowsy mind. Once her arms wrap around you even tighter, it’s like your fate’s been sealed, and you decide to respond before the sandman finally takes you.
“I’m glad, Ruby. I’m really, really glad.”
To be continued.
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  You groan in displeasure, forcefully shutting your eyes as you try and dodge the blinding rays of sunlight peering in through your blinds, as if it’s somehow going to stop you from being thrust headfirst into the waking world. The fact that you’d been ripped away from what was shaping up to be a really wonderful dream only made waking up that much more unpleasant, and you grumble as you prepare to leave the warmth of your sheets. A slight panic fills you when you realize you hadn’t woken up to your usual alarm, and you bolt upright when it hits you that you’ve probably overslept, haphazardly tossing the blanket covering you to the side as you quickly get up on your feet. Your thoughts are fuzzy but the little autopilot in your brain tells you to start trudging towards your kitchen to get some much needed caffeine into your system, just about the only thing that’s going to stop you from crawling right back into bed. Your vision blurs as you start to rub the sleep and gunk out of your eyes, your own memory betraying you as you shuffle towards your kitchen and bump into what feels like every possible thing in the way.
‘Fuckin shit!” you say under your breath as you trip, nearly slamming into the wall as your eyes slowly start to unblur.
Your day already feels like it’s thrown off balance, even more so when you realize you’d forgotten to put your contacts back in before walking this far. Being a few steps from the kitchen though, you decide to tough it out, figuring you’ve done this enough times that you could make coffee just fine even while practically blindfolded. You search around for your trusty step stool just so you can reach that damn coffee pot, but a quick feel and scan of your surroundings tells you it’s nowhere to be found. In fact, the more of your surroundings you start to take in, the more you start to piece together exactly why things feel so off. There’s no kitchen island, no bench for you to stand on and most pressing of all, nowhere to check the time to see if you’re going to be late to work or not. When it finally sinks in that you’re not in your apartment, memories of last night come rushing back, both the good and the bad, and while you’re not sure if you’d dreamt some of them up, they’re enough to get your cheeks and ears burning red hot at the sheer thought of them. You reach for a glass sitting atop one of the counters, but a dull pain shoots through your arm as you grasp it, forcing you to set it back down again. Thoughts are one thing, but that very real pain casts aside your doubts in an instant, no longer second guessing yourself on whether the things you remember happening at the gym actually happened or not. You do your best to shake the worst of those thoughts from your head as you shamefully shamble back towards… his bedroom. A glance down at what you’re wearing only makes your embarrassment continue to rise, especially when you realize you slept practically in the nude, only his oversized shirt and a thin pair of panties separating you from his bare skin. There’s a moment of hesitation as you come to a standstill in the doorway to his room, one that hardly even makes sense in your own head even as you focus on the giant sleeping on his side. You find yourself having a hard time inviting yourself in again despite the fact that he’d been more than fine with you spending the night in the first place.
‘Come on Ruby, it’s just in your head,’ you think to yourself, trying to push past your own discomfort. ‘He won’t even know you were gone if you slip back in now.’
There's another thought that slips up through the cracks of your brain, something primordial in nature and spurred on by the vivid memories of everything that happened last night, both the wonderful and the awful ones you'd rather just forget. As comfortable, warm and laden in his scent as his oversized shirt is, you want... no, you need to get all those things straight from the source, your mind wracked with guilty thoughts as you stand in the doorway. The seconds feel more like minutes as you continue to stare at the adorable dork peacefully resting on his side, wanting nothing more than to join him, yet feeling unable to do so. The questions in your head come one after the other. Why do you hesitate like this? What makes you feel like you can't let yourself in when he invited you into his home and slept in the same bed as you? You know you shouldn't feel this hesitation with him, the guy who just last night showed you exactly how much he cares about you by saving your life! So what's stopping you from embracing him the way he did last night, cuddling up close to him so you can feel that intoxicating touch once more?
'What if I...' you say, trailing off as you glance down at the shirt you're wearing.
The thought alone makes a sudden burst of courage rip through you, as if someone had flipped a switch in your brain, the opportunity presented to you way too enticing to pass up. As you tiptoe into the room, you justify your spur of the moment decision to yourself with the excuse that you're already bra-less, so what's one more little layer shed? You slowly make your way to your side of the bed before your hands come to grip the hem of your shirt, stripping down in a hurry even as the cold starts to nip at you through your thick fur. You hang it on the back of his chair before you start to gingerly slide in beneath the sheets, hoping not to wake him up in the process. You're not sure if it's a mistake or not, but you're far beyond the point of caring, the rational part of your brain out of the hotseat as your ears and tail begin to twitch in anticipation as your body inches closer to his.
You take a deep breath and swallow hard, gingerly stepping back towards your side of his bed, carefully slipping back into it as you desperately try not to disturb his peaceful slumber. A smile threatens to stay plastered onto your features as you slip the covers back over yourself, your gaze firmly locked on his sleeping face. A big part of why you don't want to wake him up yet is that you know firsthand just how exhausting everything he had to do for you must've been. A slight pang of guilt starts welling up inside you as you continue to watch his peaceful expression, culminating in a quiet sigh.
‘He deserves a good night’s rest,’ you think to yourself as you take in the little things about him you hardly have gotten a chance to notice before.
The way his nose softly flares and scrunches up as he shifts in his sleep every so slightly stands out to you, making your heart flutter in the same way his smile tends to do. You hope he’s having good dreams at least, because you know better than anyone else that he deserves them after last night.
The sight alone is enough to put you at ease again, though the nagging thought that you might be missing work right now makes you look away as you turn to reach for your phone, the invading tendril of a thought winning out. After awkwardly feeling around for a few seconds, you manage to take hold of it, bringing it close to your face so you can actually see the time. You breathe out a quiet sigh of relief when you see it’s only seven in the morning, and doubly so when you see you have not a single missed call, the only notification being a text from your school’s group chat letting you know today had also been declared a snow day by the district. You carefully set the phone back down and lay your head back into the pillow contentedly before turning your attention back to the sleeping beauty next to you. As much as you don’t want to wake him up early, you badly want to feel his warmth and touch against you again, the taste you’d gotten last night only making you crave it more. You slowly scoot closer and closer to the sleeping hulk before finally mustering the courage to take hold of his heavy forearm, carefully lifting it up and over yourself as you slip beneath the covers to nestle yourself into the perfect spot between his arms.
“I could really, really get used to this,” you mutter under your breath, letting out a sigh of relief before a shiver rips through you from the contrast of his comparatively cool skin against your warm, fluffy coat of winter fur. “Don’t think it gets any better.”
As if by instinct, you decide to bury your snout into his chest again, wincing when he shifts his body slightly before going motionless again. You decide to take the opportunity to sneak a quick drag of his rich, almost earthy scent that you’re used to picking up from him after workouts, something that inexplicably makes you feel like nothing can hurt you as you sit nestled between his strong, defined arms, feeling as safe as can be. It’s hard to fight the urge to just fall asleep again in his embrace, especially with how early you’d woken up, but you want to be there when he finally comes to, content with just closing your eyes for a couple of minutes at a time before opening them again to make sure he’s still there with you, by your side.
Part of you wishes you weren’t so attached to the point where you almost seem needy, but you just chalk it up to nerves since this is your first time experiencing anything even remotely like this. Your gaze wanders off him for a moment as you try to keep yourself in check, your eyes drifting from band poster to band poster that adorns the walls of his bedroom, your vision still far too blurry to make anything out but the colors and vague shapes. You can see a small bookshelf in the corner next to his desk, and what seems like an acoustic guitar leaning against the base of it. For what he called a small bedroom, you think it’s oddly cozy, Mike seemingly making the most out of what he has to work with. You can’t help but smile and chuckle to yourself a little when you realize how much that seems to apply to him in general, especially with the way he takes care of his precious car. 
When you’re finally calmed down and done giving yourself a visual tour of his room, you turn back to face him again. You carefully reach out and bring a hand out to his shoulder, your fingers idly yet almost loving tracking a path all the way up to his face. Your heart pounds hard in your chest when it sinks in how much it means that he’d let you into a place that’s seemingly very private. You don’t linger on it for long however, because as if on cue, the moment your paw pad brushes against his cheek he starts to grumble gibberish, startling you into pulling your hand back slightly. A part of you silently hopes you didn’t wake him up, a hope that’s quickly dashed as he starts to toss and turn, his grumbling also growing more frequent by the second. You decide to take advantage of this and press yourself against him even more in an attempt to calm him down, your heart fluttering in your chest as that intoxicating feeling of his skin pressing hard against your fur becomes the only thing on your mind right now.
But despite feeling more comfortable than you’ve ever been with him, you can’t help but feel a weird mix of dread start to well up within you as you get yet another reminder of your brush with death, a new jolt of pain shooting up your arm as you adjust yourself. You’re not sure if it’s just residual nerves from last night or something else entirely, but it becomes harder to breathe as you’re left alone with those resurfacing thoughts you wish you could just banish from memory entirely. Your paw subconsciously grips the first part of him you manage to touch, your gaze desperately seeking his face for even the slightest semblance of comfort. Even though his eyes are closed, it helps a little bit, his familiar scent and the sight of him reminding you that you’re not alone as you seek to nestle yourself deeper into his arms. Part of you wants to wake him up, to tell him everything you’re feeling right now, but the more rational side of you takes over to tell you it’s a horrendous idea. Even if you did somehow muster up the confidence to wake him up, you’d probably feel even worse than you do now if you knowingly sent him into a panic akin to yours first thing in the morning. Your breathing grows slower and heavier as you try to ground yourself, closing your eyes as you rack your brain for a way to justify why you look like a kicked puppy when he wakes up.
‘You could just tell him you had a nightmare,’ is the first thought that pops into your emotion-addled brain, though it’s immediately shot down in favor of another. ‘No, no, that’s stupid. Just be honest.’
Once you’re a hundred percent sure he’s going to wake up, you decide to take advantage and retreat even further into him, the rhythm and quiet thumping of his steady heartbeat feeling like the eye of the emotional storm you’re weathering. You do your best to take solace in his company even as he stirs awake, the warmth radiating from his skin and bleeding into your thick coat making shivers run through you like lightning. You shut your eyes tight, letting go of the silly, guilt riddled thoughts in your head that are trying to tell you holding onto him like he’s going to float away is anything but good. Your breath hitches in your chest when his groaning grows louder, the way his grip tightens around your body as if he’s reciprocating yours bringing a small hint of a smile to your anxious face. 
*****
“Mmh,” you groan as your eyes briefly flutter before you shut them firmly as they slowly adjust to the blinding light seeping in through your curtains. More pressing than any of that though, is the unmistakable feeling of fur rubbing against your skin, a welcome surprise considering how used you are to waking up in your bed alone. “...Ruby? Can you please juuuust… give me five more minutesh?”
You’re half expecting her to protest your request as you try to keep your eyes closed, clinging to the intoxicating feeling that comes from her small body pressed against yours for as long as physically possible. And even though the words from her don’t come, you can feel her cuddle up to you as you try your best to drift back off to sleep, her paw pads tightly gripping down on your shoulders making it a near impossible task. You blindly pull her closer to you and bring her into an even tighter embrace than the one you’d woken up in, the warmth and softness of her well-cared-for coat instantly washing over every inch of your exposed skin it touches, letting you ignore the sunlight hellbent on prying your eyes open just a little longer. No matter how tightly you hug her, the tiny kangaroo just can’t seem to sit still, squirming and tossing in your arms as her meaty tail swipes across your legs. You're more than used to her being nervous and even fidgety at times, but this is a lot even for her, a part of you wondering if it's related to you or if there's something else gnawing at her thoughts. You continue to tighten your hug as the minutes pass, second guessing yourself and wondering if she’s even awake as she mellows out the moment you start to idly run your fingers through the fur on her shoulder.
No matter how many times you’ve cuddled up to her before in the past, you can never quite get used to the unique feeling it brings. Something about the way her fur gently brushes against you with even the slightest of movements never fails to get your heart racing. And that’s not even saying anything about the overwhelming, all-encompassing warmth that would give even a sauna a run for its money with the way it makes shivers run up your spine. The best part, even above everything else, is that she seems to enjoy the closeness just as much as you do, pressing her body even harder against you as one of her paw pads shifts to run across your shoulder blade, gently caressing your back. While you’re sure as hell not going to drift back off to sleep with all the wonderful things assaulting your senses, it’s certainly not going to stop you from making the most of it, and you strive to keep your eyes shut in pure bliss as you slowly take in a deep breath. Another minute passes and since she still hasn’t said anything, you decide to make sure she hasn’t fallen back asleep.
“Ruby? You awake?” you ask, accompanying your question with a slight nudge to her arm.
She quickly responds in turn by squeezing down on your shoulder. “Y-yeah… I’m awake.”
It doesn’t take you more than a second to realize there’s something off about her tone, her refusal to sit still in your arms making more and more sense with every second that passes. 
You open your eyes to get a good look at the girl lying in your arms, every possible warning alarm in your head going off at the signs she’s showing. What you're met when you do finally see her face isn't far from what you were imagining, the distress in her eyes enough to make your stomach sink as she holds you tighter.
“You alright?” you ask, one of your hands moving to grasp hers even though you already know the answer to your own question.
To you, her silence is beyond deafening, and with how well you’ve come to know her it speaks volumes about how she’s feeling right now. You tighten your grasp on her hand when her fingers finally interlock with yours, and you have to fight hard to keep the part of you that wants to prod her about it again in check. She squeezes down on your hand right back and while she seems to ease up on the surface, you know deep down there's something still eating at her.
“Y-yeah,” she says, though she quickly averts her gaze as soon as the shaky word leaves her lips, a quiet sigh following shortly after. “...actually, not r-really.”
“Want to talk about it?” you ask as you watch her sink ever so slightly into the sheets, her gaze desperately darting around trying to find a place to settle on that isn’t yours. “Yesterday still on your mind?”
“Little bit,” she says, retreating even further into the sheets as she slowly closes what little distance is left between you two. “Know it’s normal but… still. Feels dumb that I can’t take my mind off it.”
“Can’t really expect to just shrug something like that off, Ruby,” you say, putting on what you hope is a warm and sympathetic smile. “C’mere, you dork.”
Without even so much as giving her a chance to respond, you use your one free arm to bring her as close to you as physically possible, hoping it’ll help her even a little bit. While at this point you're becoming more used to the lovely feeling of her fur on your skin, there's something else to it now you didn't notice before. It's hard to explain and even harder to pinpoint, and as you rack your brain for answers, she shifts against you, her ears twitching like crazy as her tail swipes wildly across your lower half. And that's when it all clicks, that new sensation you're feeling is just... the absence of your shirt and what you think is her bra. While you’re not a hundred percent sure about the second bit, it makes you feel like an idiot for not noticing she’d slipped out of your shirt. It all leaves you feeling thankful she’s leaning into your embrace by hugging you back, because her unspoken declaration of how comfortable she is around you has taken the words right out of you. She shifts again and you can feel your cheeks start to burn as you can now without a shadow of a doubt say what you’re feeling is her bare chest on yours. As she continues to reciprocate by pressing herself even harder against you, you can suddenly feel something else that contrasts hard against the warmth radiating from her chest fluff. It’s overwhelmingly cold to the touch and feels almost… glass-like? You fight the urge to flinch away from it, your want to continue comforting her ultimately winning out in the end. 
No matter how hard you try to focus in on Ruby and the feeling of her body against yours, you still can’t help but wonder what the hell else you’re feeling pressed against your chest, even past the feeling of her tail thumping and swiping against your legs. The thought bugs you like nothing else for what feels like an entire minute, until it finally clicks, the realization making you feel like a massive idiot. It brings a smile to your face to know she’d even worn the necklace you got her to bed, the unintentional gesture on her part making you feel a weird mix of flustered and elated. It only reinforces your want to hold her until the distress passes, and another more pressing thought pops into your head. While you don't want to startle her or make her feel uncomfortable at all, there's this odd sense of instinct growing inside of you, of something that you just know you have to do. If you can feel her erratic heartbeat against your skin, then you have no doubt she can feel your own pistoning up a storm, your brain buzzing with thoughts as that instinct to protect her becomes impossible to ignore, your arms moving towards her to do something you should've done from the start.
“Here, lemme…” you whisper out just low enough for her to hear as you slowly let go of her hand, hoping the words are enough advance warning as you start to shift slightly. “...not going anywhere, Ruby.”
Once you’ve finally freed your hands from her warm grasp, you use them to dig it under her side, hooking it around her as you start to roll from your side, your back laying flat against the mattress as you bring the tiny ‘roo up with you against your chest. You go through the motions as quickly as you can, every second with her out of your embrace feeling like an eternity, and once you’re settled in, you gently finish lifting her up onto you, even taking the sheets draped overhead with you. When she's safely sitting atop your chest again, you bring your attention to the surprised looking girl above you as you wrap your arm around her back. With how close the two of you are, you can feel her breath on your face, her snout not even an inch away from kissing your cheek. If you thought she was flustered before, what you’re feeling and seeing now tells you there’s a frenzy of emotions coursing through you from your little gesture, the furless bit of her twitching ears burning bright red. Even though there's a worry that they're not all positive ones, you let the good thoughts win out as you carry a warm smile on your lips, trying your best to look her in the eyes. She doesn’t make it easy though, her eyes evading you as her ears continue to twitch like crazy, her tail soon resuming its erratic movement beneath the sheets. You suddenly feel her hand searching for yours again under the covers, something that only serves to widen the likely already dopey smile you’re wearing, and you meet her pawpads with your face-up palm, her furred fingers near instantly interlocking with yours again.
You can’t help but watch as she sucks in a deep breath before shakily sighing out in what sounds like relief, something you’re thankful for as she seemingly tries to find the courage to look you in the eyes. While you’re more than thrilled to be this close to her, you don’t want to push your luck by rushing her into uncharted territory, content with just enjoying her warmth and company as you hold her in a close embrace. You feel a sense of relief rush through you when she meets your gaze for a brief moment, the shaky half smile that flashes across her features giving you some reassurance that she’s feeling better than before. Past that though, and out of the corner of your eye, you notice she’s still holding her other free hand in the air, her eyes darting around as if she’s unsure where to put it, like she’s afraid she’ll break you or something. It’s a cute, if unintentional gesture from her and if you had a free hand you’d guide hers onto you. But since you’re more preoccupied with keeping her steady and safely in your arms, you decide to go for the next best thing.
“You can just rest it here,” you say, nudging towards your shoulder with your head. “Don’t worry, I won’t bite.”
Your sense of humor prompts another short-lived grin on her features, the kangaroo shaking her head as she gingerly brings her hand down towards your shoulder. But not even a second after you feel it make contact, she quietly hisses out before pulling her arm back like she touched a hot stove, your stomach sinking when you see her recoil and wince, eyes shutting tight from sheer discomfort. At the risk of her falling off, you use the hand around her back to bring her down as you gently stroke the side not currently bringing her pain.
“God, are you alright?” you ask, even though you already know the answer to her question. “I’m so sorry.”
“It’s mmh- okay, Mike,” she says through what sounds like gritted teeth, the sound alone filling you with concern. “Not like… ngh- it’s your… f-fault.”
“Is it okay if I…” you ask, and even before you can finish the thought she nods fervently in approval.
You bring her down even closer to you, letting her rest the side of her snout in the crook of your neck as you continue to stroke her back. She lets out another small sigh of relief that you can hear clear in one ear, the feeling of her whiskers brushing against your shoulder making you shift slightly.
“Just… relax, okay?” you say, letting out a relieved sigh of your own when you feel the tension start to leave her body, her limbs and tail going limp from relaxation. “I’ve got all day to just sit here.”
She doesn’t say anything back, and for you it’s enough to just feel her fingers brushing over yours as she continues softly nuzzling her snout against the crook of your neck, the warmth of her fur radiating onto you. There’s a bold thought that slowly snakes its way from the back of your mind to the forefront of it until you can hardly think of anything else. You’re not sure if it’s just spurred on by you getting used to the intoxicating close contact with her, but your gut and pure instinct had taken you far up until now so you decide to let it guide you once more. Your hand gently glides through the fur on her back until it comes to rest against her injured shoulder, and she squirms a bit when your fingers start to softly knead it. While you’re not sure about anything you’re doing right now, things just feel strangely right as you sit there, staring at the messy strands of her chestnut brown hair. You decide to go for broke, figuring expressing exactly how you feel right now might help her feel a little less distressed.
It takes you a second to spring into motion, craning your neck forward slightly and off the pillow to steal a quick, yet slightly forceful kiss right on the side of her snout. Her whiskers brush against your face as you pull away, and there’s a part of you that’s eager to see her expression because her physical reaction to your gesture is so strong and immediate. The way her grip on your hand tightens as her tail starts to ‘coil’ around your leg makes your heart skip a beat from how cute it is, though the way her ears bend down and inward makes a smile start to spread across your face.
“Just can’t help yourself, can you?” she asks, and you’re barely able to hear the words, her voice slightly muffled by the sheets partially covering her snout.
It makes you happy to hear her poking fun right back at you like she usually does, and you find yourself letting out another relieved sigh when you hear her erratic breathing finally steady once more.
“Think it’s in my blood at this point. Or maybe you’re just a bad influence on me,” you chuckle as you continue to slowly massage her shoulder. “You feeling better though? How’s the shoulder?”
While you don't feel right asking her this so quickly, there’s no denying that you’re still hopelessly concerned with her well-being, just the thought of the expression you’d seen on her face earlier making your stomach sink slightly. Much to your relief, the feeling is quickly swept away by her when she tilts her snout upwards to meet your gaze, the barest hint of a content smile on her face. 
“Hard not to when you’ve got a dork making it his job to cheer you up,” she says, taking her hand off your shoulder to lightly prod you on the chest. “Shoulder still kind of hurts, but I’ll live.”
“Take it that’s not what was bugging you the most, huh?” you ask, your breath hitching as her pawpads trace out a line from your chest to your shoulder.
“Not really, no,” she says, looking away for a brief second before locking eyes with you again. “It’s dumb but, still thinking about the gym stuff a lil’ bit. Feel a lot better now though.”
“It’ll pass, I promise,” you say, offering what you hope is an understanding smile. “That kinda thing… sticks with you for a while.”
“I’ll take your word for it,” she says, a slightly awkward but still genuine half smile flashing across her features. “You’re usually right about this sorta thing.”
“You know, if it makes you feel any better?” you say, thinking back to a story you seldom shared with anyone out of pure embarrassment. “Same thing nearly happened to me when I first started lifting. Got myself a little too hyped up, put on a few too many plates and ended up having to bail out and toss the bar. Didn’t show up for a full week after that, but you know what I learned?”
“What?” she asks as her roving fingers come to a stop around your biceps, gently tracing the muscle as she maintains eye contact with you. “Same thing I did? That we’re both cocky dorks?”
“Well, kinda,” you say, laughing softly at the way she chose to describe you. “But the most important thing I learned from that? Nobody's going to care enough to make fun of you about it. If anything when I finally went back I had a couple people ask me if I was doing alright, even had some of the stronger lads spot me. Was I afraid? Of course, but if I let that kinda fear stop me I would've just quit lifting outright."
“Never really thought about it that way,” she mumbles the words so softly you can hardly hear them. “Just wish I could forget about it all. Stupid brain keeps thinking about what would’ve happened if you hadn’t been there.”
“We’re both here and all you’ve got is maybe a sprained shoulder to show for it, and that’s all that matters, yeah?” you ask, softly running your fingers through the fur on the injured part in question. “And whenever you feel like talking about it, we can.”
“Okay…” she says, shutting her eyes tight for a moment and nodding softly before opening them again, her grip on your shoulder tightening all the while. “...I’m really glad you’re still here too.”
Her gentle words make you smile from ear to ear, and you find yourself enveloping her even deeper into your already tender embrace. “Don’t plan on going anywhere, either. Except maybe to get you that ice pack.”
She starts to laugh at your stupid joke, and not even a second after she produces a loud snort, her hand shoots up to cover her snout. “God. Hate that I laughed at that.”
“Think you’ve laughed at much worse than that from me,” you say, chuckling a tiny bit as her snout starts to inch closer to your face. “Maybe I’m just naturally funny.”
“Funny looking, maybe,” she says, her smile finally starting to match yours in intensity as you watch the worry that was in her eyes moments ago fade away. “Starting to think you might’ve flunked out of clown college.”
“Book learning is overrated anyway,” you say, your smile widening as you continue to enjoy her company. “And you know how much it costs to rent a unicycle? Not cheap, let me tell you.”
“I can imagine you already had the clown suit handy,” she says, giggling to herself as she finally lets herself come to fully lay on you. “Though you could pass for one in regular clothes.”
“Now you’re just being plain rude,” you say, putting a little more pressure on the small of her back with your other hand. “Like me saying you could pass for a rabbit.”
“What kinda rabbit do you know that has a tail as long as your leg?” she says, starting to coil it around yours as if to drive her point home. “Ears aren’t everything you know.”
Her whiskers brush against your cheeks, making you flinch away slightly from how they tickle your skin. 
“Well, you’ve got me there,” you say, chuckling as the side of her snout nuzzles against the side of your face before she pulls back to look you in the eyes. “I think that tail of yours could probably give a python a run for its money with the way it has a habit of coiling around me though.”
“Oh, you love it,” she says, confidence dripping from her voice as she brings up a padded finger to gently tap you on the nose. “And you know how I know that?”
“Never said I didn’t,” you admit, your smile widening to match her own. “And yeah? How do you figure, Ms. Smarty Pants?”
Her finger taps against the tip of your nose again, her smile slowly growing more smug with each passing second. “Because this is the first time you’ve mentioned it, you big dork.”
You continue to run your fingers over the fur on her upper back, taking in a deep breath before letting loose a sigh of pure contentment. There’s a feeling you can’t shake about this moment, something that makes it feel like it was plucked straight from your dreams. Between the way Ruby continues to gently caress and prod at your face to how the hairs on your arms start to stand on end as the makes the slightest adjustment of her tiny body on yours, you're not sure how the day could get much better after a start like this as the two of you just enjoy each other's company. Even the way the muted sunlight of a cold winter’s morning hits her face in just the right way seems like something you’d only see in a painting, the two of you seeking shelter from the bitter cold in each other.
Her hand moves further north and you can’t help but shudder when you feel her fingers, paw pads, claws and all running through your hair and scalp again. You can’t help but feel your cheeks start to burn a bit as your mind immediately starts to wander back to the passionate display of affection that took place in this very bed, in almost the exact same compromising position. She seems to pick up on how flustered she's making you, her expression quickly turning into one of mild amusement, even as you watch those embers of desire from last night still burning in those amber, sunlight-kissed eyes. There’s so much you want to say welling up within you, your heartbeat picking up as your mind races with possibilities. And despite that, your mouth doesn’t move an inch, keeping your brain in check for fear of ruining the moment.
“You alright, Mike?” she asks, your faces not even an inch away from each other.
“Yeah… yeah,” you say, bringing yourself back to reality in a flash while keeping your eyes glued to the beauty in front of you. “Sorry. Just… your eyes look even prettier in the sunlight.”
“Really nice of you to say,” she says, the smile that starts to tug at the corners of her mouth making your heart skip more than a few beats. “And you too-”
You can’t help but softly chuckle at her little mixup, though she’s quick to start to correct herself before you can even so much as get a word in.
She takes a small deep breath as her claws start to scratch at your scalp, leaving you borderline pacified. “What I meant to say was, so do yours. Sorry, I’m just really bad with this kind of stuff. It’s really flattering when you say stuff like that but I never know what to say back. It’s… a little frustrating.”
“Don’t have to say anything back if you don’t want to, Ruby,” you say, flashing what you hope is a warm and disarming grin. “Besides, it’s not like you haven’t said plenty of nice things about me.”
“Still… I want to, I’m just not that good at coming up with stuff on the spot like you,” she says, playing around with your hair. “Can’t really help but want to when you get like this.”
“When I get like what?” you ask, slightly raising an eyebrow at her statement. 
“I don’t know. Affectionate, I guess?” she almost mutters, her tone softening from the sudden turn in conversation. “Doesn’t mean I want you to stop or anything, don’t get me wrong. It’s just that this stuff’s all kinda new to me. Don’t really know what to make about feeling… wanted.”
You can tell the admission is embarrassing to her with the way her gaze briefly shies away from yours, and you quickly run your hand over the fur of her upper arm in an attempt to make her feel at ease.
“It’s normal, Ruby,” you say, and she lets out a small sigh as you persist with your gentle rubbing, Ruby reciprocating in kind by digging her fingers even deeper into your scalp. “Trust me, there’s not a person in the world who hasn’t felt that way about it at some point.”
“Yeah, well… I feel that way most of the time,” she says, letting out a small sigh as her other hand starts to roam, her fingers gently tracing your shoulder muscles. “Sorry. Don’t mean to kill the mood. Last night was actually really nice.”
“I’m really glad,” you say, the words not coming to you quite as quickly as you’d like them to. “Makes me happy I’m not alone in feeling that. Everything last night just kinda felt right. Well besides what happened at the-”
“Now it’s your turn to stop overthinking stuff,” she giggles, the fingers that were previously roaming over your arm now on your lips. “I know what you meant, you big goober.”
Since you can’t reply to her even if you wanted to, you decide to go for the next best thing and purse your lips as best you can to audibly kiss the paw pads over them. Her reaction is immediate, an unamused glare from the tiny kangaroo staring you down before she finally pulls her fingers away. 
“Just can’t help yourself around me, huh?” she asks, her previous expression quickly giving way to one much more smug. 
“Maybe,” you say, in a tone that matches her playful tone and demeanor. “Sometimes you don’t actually give me any other choice though.”
“That just sounds like a big fat excuse to me,” she says, and you can’t help but sigh out when she starts up her little scalp massage again. “Next you’re going to tell me all the staring you do is actually my fault.”
You can’t help but feel a wave of embarrassment wash over you from her calling you out like that, though it’s not nearly enough to stop you from biting back.
“See, that I’ll actually own up to,” you chuckle as she presses even more into you. “Unlike a certain fuzzball who’s trying their absolute hardest to keep me glued to my bed.”
“You’re one to talk,” she scoffs in mock offense, though her cocky smile ruins the illusion. “Pretty sure you’re the one who pulled me onto you.”
“Okay, okay, you win this time,” you laugh as you shake your head slightly. “Doesn’t make you any less dangerous though. If I didn’t have to eat we might be stuck here all morning. Still gotta get you that ice pack I promised you, too.”
“How about five more minutes?” she pleads, and you find it hard to deny her considering you wouldn’t mind staying like this for hours. “Only fair after I gave you that many earlier.”
“Okay,” you say, though a grin starts to tug at the corners of your mouth as an idea pops into your head. “But what’s in it for me?”
She doesn’t immediately respond, and you can only watch as she stares daggers into you before briefly cocking her head slightly. You’re not sure what to make of it, but you can hear her heartbeat quicken against your chest as you hold in your breath, and the pace of your own quickly starts to match hers. What feels like several minutes passes with the two of you locked in a staring competition, with her being the first to crack. Before you can even get a word in edgewise to ask if she’s alright, she tilts her head up slightly before jutting forward like a snapping turtle to steal a peck on your lips. She doesn’t hold it for very long, but the damage is already done as your heart skips several beats as the blood rushes into your cheeks. She pulls back and looks at you, seemingly very satisfied with how flustered her little gesture makes you.
“I don’t know, is that good enough for you?” she asks, tapping her finger to your nose before gracing your ears with that trademark soft laughter of hers. “That’s all you get for now though, sleeping beauty. We’ve both probably got a serious case of morning breath.”
You swallow hard as you rack your brain for a response to this incredibly forward side of her. “...I, uh, yeah. Think that’s good enough for ten minutes, even.”
“Thought so,” she says, finally laying her head to rest against your shoulder.
The two of you sit quietly against each other, only the sound of blankets shifting and the occasional sigh ringing out in the room. While you can’t help but want to ‘get back’ at her for the little ambush, you’re far too content with just hugging her tight and appreciating her weight and warmth against your skin as the two of you let your hands roam freely against each other’s upper bodies. Every muted grunt and sigh of relief you manage to draw from her is like music to your ears, and you quickly notice your romantic gestures aren’t lost on Ruby, who reciprocates as best she can with her sore arm. Before long you’re both as worked up as you were the night before, your hearts thumping so quickly it’s almost like they’re trying to burst out of your chests to touch one another. All it does is leave you craving the same outlet to relieve the tension, every passing second spent looking into her vibrant eyes filling you with more and more courage until you finally crane your neck up and forward to boldly plant a kiss on her lips. You hold it firmly for what feels like an eternity before you pull back to go in for another on the side of her snout, though she’s quick to dodge the movement. You pull back, your heart skipping a beat at the thought that you pushed too far, especially when you feel her hand on your chest pushing you away slightly. Relief washes over you in waves when you hear her start to laugh, that thick tail swiping wildly over your legs.
"Stoooop," she manages to say between small bouts of giggles as her body squirms against yours. “Your beard… tickles.”
“Oh yeah?” you ask, finally pulling your head far back enough to where you can look her square in the eyes again. “I could say the same about your whiskers. Just giving you a little taste of your own medicine right back.”
“Doesn’t count, you’re not playing fair,” she says, playfully jabbing one of your pecs to drive her point home. “Ya’ ambushed me when I had my eyes closed.”
“Ah I see, so it’s okay when you do it?” you chuckle, a playful grin taking over your features. “If the beard bothers you that much though, I could always just… shave it, you know?”
“No! I mean-” she exclaims, briefly looking away in embarrassment at her far too enthusiastic outburst, her ears twitching erratically before they come to a dip. “...Ilikehowitlooks, you goober.”
“I ever tell you how cute you look when you get all embarrassed?” you ask, one of your hands idly rubbing at her shoulder. “‘Cause you are.”
“Don’t think there’s a day where you let me forget,” she says, laughing softly as her smile starts to match yours. “I mean it though, it looks nice.”
"I'll keep it in mind," you say, the radiant glow from her praise coursing through you like a tidal wave. "Gonna have to let you go for a sec to get you that ice pack, sweetpea."
The word leaves your lips before you get a chance to hold it in, and the secondhand embarrassment hits you like a sucker punch as you scramble to correct yourself, Ruby’s eyes lighting up with glee as you nearly start to choke on your own saliva.
*****
The word keeps echoing in your head even as you try your best to sit ramrod still, your tail and ears betraying your efforts as the urge to comment on it gets stronger with each passing second. You try not to overthink it, but there’s no mistake that you heard the word clear as day, fresh pangs of embarrassment coursing through you from how giddy something as simple as that makes you feel.
‘Sweetpea,’ you think to yourself once more, the glee welling up within you shaking off what little remnants of drowsiness were stuck to you.
That word, especially coming from him, makes you feel like nothing else in the world matters right now. You’re not sure if he really meant to say it, or even if he meant it in the way you’re thinking of, but his embarrassment just makes you want to smile from ear to ear. You tighten your hug on him just enough to try and wordlessly show your appreciation, and you find the butterflies in your stomach acting up when he suddenly reciprocates by pulling you tightly against his bare chest. There’s a lot of thoughts bubbling up to the forefront of your mind right now and for what feels like the first time this morning you’re left not knowing what to say to him. For the time being though, you’re content with just sitting in his arms as your tail and ears do an excellent job of betraying your silence, likely letting him know exactly how you feel about his honeyed words.
“Sorry, I don’t even know why-” his words come soon after, though you’re quick to interrupt them by hugging him tighter.
You’re surprised that for once, you don’t mind in the slightest if he knows just how much his little gestures, words and mannerisms mean to you, especially because deep down, a part of you is screaming at you to just be honest with him about it. Seeing him lower his guard with each and every one of his little barriers you manage to erode, hearing him calling you something so sweet, leaves you feeling a way you haven't in a long, long time. Without even trying, he's left you both breathless and without fear, every part of you wanting to hear him say it over and over as you tighten your embrace. The minutes feel like hours in his embrace and your dexterous fingers feel around his arms and back as you patiently bide your time. When he finally digs his fingers into your fur though, that’s when all bets about staying silent are finally off as you shudder under his intoxicating touch.
“It’s okay, Mike…” you say, hoping your expression combined with your gentle stroking of his shoulder is enough to reassure him. “...is it bad that I actually kinda like that?”
“You mean the uh…” he trails off, his sheepish, yet still somehow charming smile only emboldening your want to keep prodding him about it. “Pet name? You really mean that?”
“I mean don’t get me wrong, I wasn’t expecting to get called sweetpea,” you say, a few quiet giggles spilling forth past your wide smile. “I dunno, I like it. Definitely think it’s sweet you came up with it on the fly like that. Especially when you get all flustered about it.”
It seems your words have the intended effect on him because not even ten seconds later you see a visible change in his demeanor as his confidence skyrockets. “Well, if you really don’t mind it then… maybe it can’t hurt to keep letting my brain get ahead of my tongue.”
“So long as me calling you a cyclops isn’t getting too old, yeah?” you ask, a part of you wondering if he likes it or just finds it obnoxious at this point. 
“Not at all,” he says, and you have to fight the urge to shudder when his thumb really digs into your fur. “You know what is, though?”
“What?” you ask, the question taking you off guard.
“You trying to distract me from getting you that damn ice pack,” he laughs, a warm smile on his face. 
“Fine. Go,” you say, playfully socking him in the shoulder with your injured arm before sticking your tongue out at him.
“Right away, ma’am,” he says, and you can see him clearly struggling to hold back a grin after the fact. “Let me just…” 
Even though you’ve been keenly aware of exactly where his hands have been this entire time, you still can’t help but feel a little startled when he gently starts to lift you off him, your body instinctively stiffening up before you relax yourself to make it easier on him. And despite the fact that the two of you work out practically every day, it surprises you how effortlessly he can move you around, and your thoughts drift to a place they shouldn’t be alarmingly quickly, heat quickly moving up through your snout all the way up to your ears. Before you can even shake the thoughts from your head, he’s already setting you down onto his bed, being more than mindful of your injured arm.
“Thanks,” you say, smiling in appreciation at his gesture. “Didn’t have to do all that though.”
“Wanted to,” he says as he moves towards the edge of the bed. “‘Sides, don’t want you putting any unneeded strain on that arm until you see a doctor.”
As much as you want to say something back, you’re content to just roll your eyes as you mouth ‘Go’, knowing full well someone as protective as him isn’t going to back down from their stance.
Wordlessly, he nods before getting up from the bed and you take the opportunity to ogle his exposed back as he starts to make his way out of the room. All the while, the word keeps echoing in your head even as you try your best to sit still in bed, the urge to say something else about it only getting stronger with each passing second. You try not to overthink it, but it keeps coming to the forefront of your thoughts, your snout and ears still burning in embarrassment from how giddy it all makes you feel.
‘Sweetpea,’ you think to yourself once more before letting out a little sigh of relief, the glee welling up within you shaking off what little drowsiness remained in you.
The thought is enough to make you briefly forget about the dull pain in your shoulder. Your grin unfurls as your arms wrap around his still warm pillow, the remnants of his scent making you smile from ear to ear as you bask in how safe it all makes you feel, the butterflies in your stomach acting up as your snout brushes against it. And despite that safety and comfort washing over you, you can’t help but feel a pang of embarrassment that it doesn’t even take a minute before you find yourself missing his warmth and gentle touch, burying yourself back beneath the covers in an effort to try to replicate the feeling. As content as you’d be lying here until he gets back with the ice pack, your urge to make yourself look a little more presentable for him is strangely compelling. 
You eventually reach a compromise with yourself, and you close your eyes and shut everything else out as you really come to appreciate the quickly fading warmth still sticking to his pillow and sheets. A few deep breaths later, you feel more than ready to tackle the day ahead of you, gently letting go of his pillow before you put it back into place. You let out a small yawn as one of your paws reaches up to wipe at one of your eyes, and you can't help but groan as you start to roll out of bed. The second you’re up and away from the tantalizing warmth of his bedsheets, you become keenly aware of the fact that you’re still practically naked, only your panties keeping that from being true. And more importantly, the blur in your vision reminds you to put your contacts back in, reaching down with one hand and blindly feeling around in your pouch for their little plastic case. You quickly bring it out and pop it open with one hand, and in one fluid motion, reach up to pry your eyelid open and slide one in before repeating for your other eye.
Your eyes dart around the room until they land on the oversized shirt you'd taken off earlier, a strange feeling suddenly washing over you. You don't know why, but seeing the shirt he lent you draped over the chair just felt right somehow, your ears burning red as you glance towards the bed again, remembering what happened just a few minutes ago. While the thought of putting it back on does cross your mind for a moment, you decide to forgo it as your stomach starts to grumble, reminding you that you didn't get a chance to eat dinner the night before. You doubt you could've kept anything down with the sheer amount of adrenaline coursing through you after what happened yesterday, and you quickly find yourself shaking away all the awful memories inside your head, trying instead to focus in on all the wonderful things that took place before you drifted off to sleep. The thoughts bring a big smile back onto your features, with no sign of it letting up as you slowly make your way towards his bathroom. You let out a small yawn as you blindly reach for where you think the light switch might be, though your fingers land on something else first as you hear the faint hum of a fan firing up, the lights following soon after. Your first thought as you give the place a once over is that it’s a lot more spacious than you would’ve guessed, a large tub and shower combo taking up the majority of the room. What doesn’t even remotely surprise you though, is how clean and organized everything is, not unlike the rest of his apartment. You stumble as you walk forward, catching yourself on the sink before tilting your head up towards the mirror. A small smile creeps across your face as your eyes drink in your features, feeling truly content with your appearance for the first time in a while. You’re not entirely sure why, but despite the fact that you look like a complete and utter mess with your disheveled fur, and your hair like a bird’s nest, you feel like nothing could rip the grin you’re sporting right now off your face as you admire the defined bits of your body that peek out through the fur. Once you’re done admiring the small gains you’ve made recently, you decide to try and tidy up your hair as best you can, though no amount of rearranging errant strands is going to get rid of all the curls and difficult knots, especially without a good brush on hand. You give your fur the same treatment next, flattening down any ruffled tufts with your fingers before giving yourself another once over in the mirror.
‘That’s as good as it’s going to get,’ you think to yourself just before the sound of him walking back towards the bedroom graces your ears.
Part of you wants to look for a brush or even a comb to work out the remaining kinks in your hair and fur, but the feeling that you’re getting a bit too comfortable in his home stops you. While you doubt he’ll see it that way, you still can’t help but feel like you shouldn’t be poking around his bathroom too much without permission. You opt to instead make the most of what’s on the countertop, taking a quick swig of his mouthwash to keep the morning breath at bay, wanting to be as presentable as possible before he comes back. It’s not long before you hear the door to his room creaking open, and you flick another couple of strands of your hair out of the way in a panic when you hear him start to walk towards you. You can’t explain it but despite the fact that you’re practically naked you somehow feel even more exposed, one of your hands half-heartedly shooting up to your chest to cover it in a rush.
“Ruby?” you hear him ask through the ajar door. “You in there? I got you that ice pack.”
“Y-yeah, I’m in here,” you stammer before finishing your response loudly enough for him to hear as you glance towards him. “Come in, I’m just washing up.”
Almost immediately, he makes his way into the bathroom, ice pack in one hand, a glass of water in the other. He squeezes in behind you before setting the glass down on the bathroom counter, and a quick glance at the mirror in front of you shows that he’s looking himself over as he runs a hand through his hair. If you thought you felt exposed a few seconds ago, the thought that his gaze might soon travel further down the mirror and onto your body makes the tips of your ears start to twitch.
“Oh, almost forgot,” he says, looking down towards you as you watch him bring his hand up. “Here. Figured you could use some aspirin too.”
You freeze up for a moment, the burning sensation of embarrassment quickly traveling up through your face all the way up to the tips of your ears. As much as you want to cover up the rest of your chest, it’d probably only draw even more attention to it if you scrambled wildly to do so.
You instead put your open palmed hand out, and he drops the small pill into it, which you quickly pop into your mouth before downing it with a swig of cold water. “Thanks, Mike.”
“Just doing what anyone else would do,” he says as he brings the ice pack down onto your sore shoulder with his other hand. “That and a good five minutes of this should do the trick.”
The sudden chill makes you shudder, especially as rivulets of cold water run down from the ice pack before soaking into your fur. “Ff-fuck, that’s cold…”
You quickly start to forget all about the cold when you get a glimpse of his smile in the mirror, contagious as ever. And though you doubt it’s that fast acting, soon enough the pain starts becoming a little more bearable by the second.
“Don’t worry, I can always bust out the hair dryer after if you want,” he says, chuckling to himself as he moves the ice pack around in small circles, the relief hitting you almost immediately. “Wouldn’t want you catching a cold because I soaked your fur.”
You can’t help but crack a smile at his thoughtfulness. “I’ll be fine, I think. Not like you don’t have the heating going. Anyway, what are you thinking for breakfast today? Same as usual or do you want to go out? Know a little spot you might like.”
“Yeah?” he asks, looking genuinely interested. “What makes you say that?”
“Well… it’s a little hole in the wall diner. Small, good service,” you say, silently hoping it’s some place he doesn’t know about already. “Reminds me of a certain pizza place you love so much.”
“I won’t lie, a greasy breakfast does sound pretty good right about now,” he says, reaching for the mouthwash and taking a swig of his own before spitting it out into the sink. “We’ll go after your shoulder is feeling better, okay? We can swing by the gym and grab our bags after, too.”
“I’m fine, don’t worr-'' you start to say, though the words die in your throat when you feel one of his hands wrapping around your midsection, brushing past the fur tuft on your chest and ending up squarely on your bare chest.
He seems to realize it too, your instincts flaring as your hand reaches for his and brings it close to your chest, keeping it in place as you barely manage to find the courage to look up. You freeze, a mix of shock, embarrassment and shameful arousal coursing through you as you see his face, left without an excuse as you look at a surprised Mike. The words escape you, and you're left unable to explain why on earth you've done this, the two of you looking at each other through the mirror, your hand holding his tightly to your bare chest. Time feels as if it’s passing in slow motion, and the only sound that hangs in the air as the two of you continue to blink in stillness is the faint whirr of the bathroom’s fan. There’s a million and one thoughts flying through your head right now, and you can’t imagine it’s any different for him because the look on his face is not unlike one of a deer caught in headlights. You can hear and feel your heart’s quickened and powerful thumping and there’s no doubt in your mind that he can feel it on his hand even through your thick coat of fur. The sound is distracting enough that you can’t even begin to come up with the words to say something to him, though you feel like your actions have already spoken louder than you could ever hope to.
You watch as he gives his head a small shake before a sheepish smile starts to tug at the corners of his mouth. “Sorry, I didn’t realize-”
Even as his words flow, you continue to stay ramrod still, though by the sounds of things he’s not too sure of what to say to you either. You decide to take the initiative to be the one to reassure him for once, not wanting the awkwardness hanging in the air to drag on any longer. 
“It’s fine, Mike,” you manage to finally say, though much quieter than you intended. “Not like I wasn't... y'know, laying on you like this earlier.”
The two of you both visibly start to ease up at your words, a sight you’ve never been more relieved to see. Your disarming words even make his periodic attempts to gently pull his hand away from your chest stop entirely, something that inexplicably makes an odd sense of happiness well up within you.
“Guess you’re right,” he says, his awkward chuckle prompting the barest hint of a grin from you. “Kind of stupid of me to worry this much, huh?”
“No!” you exclaim, your sudden conviction taking him aback for a moment. “I mean… it’s honestly kind of cute when you worry like that.”
The seconds continue to pass and part of you worries about him not saying anything in response. Another glance up at him through the mirror shows you the sight of something that always manages to fill you with confidence, cutting through your anxious thoughts like a hot knife through butter. You feel thankful that it’s easy to read him at times, the light hints of blush on his cheeks making it obvious your words got to him.
You decide to take things a step further, wrapping your free hand around to touch his back and get him to crane his neck down towards you. “C’mere, dork. Wanna tell you something.”
You can feel him subconsciously pull you closer to him with the arm still wrapped around you as he leans down. “What’s up, Ruby?”
You wait until he leans in even closer before you finally strike, quickly tilting your head up to steal another quick peck on the cheek from him, staying steadfast as you turn to meet his gaze, gauging his reaction to your bold move carefully. You’re amused by the way he shakes his head slightly, no amount of movement hiding his widening grin that pairs well with the blush on his features that only continues to get more intense.
“So, what’d I do to deserve that?” he asks, letting out a little laugh. “Think I could get used to my fuckups getting me that.”
“More payback for earlier,” you say, chuckling a bit yourself before sticking your tongue out at him. “Still haven’t repaid your debt.”
“Is that so?” he asks before moving to rest his head on top of yours, your ears letting off errant twitches from the contact. “And what debt would that be, huh?”
“You went over your allotted amount of snuck kisses for the day,” you say, leaning into his embrace as the two of you slowly rock back and forth. “Gotta keep the ratio even.”
“Or what?” he asks before planting another kiss on one of your ears, a gesture that makes your heartbeat start to quicken again. “Are the cops going to come get me?”
“They might,” you laugh as you take a brief glance over at the long forgotten ice pack on your shoulder, its numbing coolness a much needed feeling on your sore limb. “They’ll also have to pry you from my cold, dead paws.”
“Doubt it’ll have to come to that,” he chuckles as he continues moving the ice pack in slow circles. “How’s your shoulder feeling?”
“A lot…” you say, letting out a small sigh of relief as he ups the pressure. “...better than before, that’s for sure. Think I’ll be good to tackle the day in a few more minutes.”
“Take your time, Ruby,” he practically whispers into your ears. “Not like we don’t still have all day to do stuff.”
“Thanks, Mike,” you say before closing your eyes and leaning into him as you do your best to relax. “Food’s on me today as thanks.”
“Sounds good to me,” he says in that tone that you find so relaxing. “Did you want to make a quick stop by your house and grab a change of clothes first?”
“Nah, I’m fine just wearing what I had on yesterday,” you say. “I wouldn’t mind grabbing a shower or something but I really don’t want to keep you waiting for an hour while I dry off.”
“You know…” he says, trailing off for a second. “How about I drop you off at your place while I go grab our bags? That way you can freshen up and we can just go straight to the diner after.”
“That your way of politely saying I stink?” you say, laughing a little bit at his thoughtful suggestion. “Doesn’t sound too bad though, I feel kinda sticky after that workout.”
“Yeah, you stink alright. Like cherry blossoms, anyway,” he says, chuckling at his own awful joke. “Up to you though, I don’t mind waiting if you want to just shower here.”
The fact that he’d taken notice of what your fur conditioner and shampoo smells like is enough to get your heart racing that much more, and you can’t help but smile at how accommodating he’s being. 
“No, that sounds pretty good to me,” you say as you put a little more thought into what you want to do today. “Diner’s going to be closed before we even get there if we don’t do a little divide and conquering.”
“Not the end of the world is it?” he asks, and you can’t help but shudder a bit when you feel his warm exhale against your ear. “Don’t stress it, we can always find some other place to eat.”
“Guess you’re right,” you say before letting out a deep sigh of relief as you finally open your eyes again. “You can go and start getting dressed if you want. I think my shoulder’s feeling about as good as it can get right now.”
“You sure?” he asks, and the concern in his voice makes your heart flutter a bit. “Like I said, I really don’t mind.”
“I’m sure, you worrywart,” you say, reaching back to put pressure on the ice pack with your own hand. “Go. Get dressed, I’ll catch up with you in a second.”
“Fine, fine,” he says, planting one final kiss on your ear before standing fully upright again. “Still not even by the way.”
Before you even get a chance to protest he’s turned tail, quickly making his way out of the bathroom and back into his bedroom.
“Fuckin’ dork,” you mutter under your breath as you’re left alone with your now much happier thoughts.
You decide to quickly make another attempt at getting your hair back to a more manageable level of control by wetting it a bit, though you don’t get very far before you’re startled by the sound of him rummaging through his drawers.
*****
There’s nothing more you hate than the feeling of not being able to find something, especially when you’re sure of exactly the place you’d left it. You haven’t gone a day without wearing the watch Ruby so kindly gave you for your birthday, and you certainly aren’t going to start now. You walk across your bedroom as you scan your surroundings, your frustration only growing with each passing second. Even though it’s not what you’re looking for, you can’t help but smile when your eyes land on the shirt you’d let her borrow last night draped neatly over your office chair. The image of her parading around with your oversized shirt is practically burned into your brain, and part of you is disappointed it’s a sight you probably won’t be seeing again for a while.
Regardless, you can’t help but feel like you’re dreaming with what’s been happening between the two of you over the last week. While you had your reservations about rushing into a relationship with her early on, the intimacy you shared with her last night left you feeling so wanted- no, so loved, that you can't help but wonder why you didn't take that step sooner. Spending the morning cuddling up to her practically in the nude, feeling her weight on top of you as your fingers got to cop a nice feel of the corded muscle beneath her silky fur, it left you feeling so indescribably good that you can’t get it out of your head. As lovely as those thoughts are, they’re butting heads with the seared in knowledge that Ruby’s still strutting around your bathroom in nothing but a pair of panties right now. Less because of what you saw, nice as it was, but more because of what it meant.
While you hadn’t been there to witness her taking your shirt off on account of being asleep, just knowing she feels comfortable enough around to do so puts a big grin on your face. You’re used to her being confident in a lot of other aspects, but what she did in the bathroom just minutes ago goes far beyond anything else she’s done before. You can still replay the moment perfectly in your head, both your breaths simultaneously catching in your chests when the realization of where you were putting your hand hit you like an eighteen-wheeler. Not in a million years would you have thought things were going to play out the way they did, Ruby keeping your hand right over her chest in just the right spot so you could feel each and every quickened beat of her heart. Every attempt you’d made at pulling your hand away had only been met with more and more gentle resistance from her, to the point where you’d given up on it after a while to just enjoy the moment for what it was. It’s hard for you to concentrate on any one thing about the situation, but just remembering her endearing reactions in the mirror every time you kissed her on the ears is enough to get your heartbeat racing again. And as if all those things aren’t enough to leave your head practically spinning from the overwhelming amount of affection she’s shown you, there’s still one thought bouncing around in your mind like a pinball above all others. You can hear her burned in words just as vividly as when she’d uttered them right before the two of you fell into a blissful, deep sleep. And just like everything else she does to show she cares, it makes your heart soar as a warmth starts to spread throughout you from head to toe.
‘Your scent makes me feel really safe,’ the words echo in your head, making your already dopey grin widen even further.
Even after the fact, you’re left surprised you’d even been able to answer her bold admission, something that just weeks ago would’ve left you practically stunlocked. If you didn’t remember everything else that happened so well, you might’ve chalked it up to some kind of dream, but you know exactly what you heard, even if she spoke it so quickly not even a court transcriber could’ve caught it. You step forward and carefully pick up your shirt, looking down at it fondly for a little while. A thought pops into your head and before you know it, your hands are acting ahead of your brain as you bring the shirt up to your face to sniff it. The act itself makes you feel strange for the briefest of moments, but all of that’s forgotten in an instant when the distinct but faint scent of her fur hits you. Your sense of smell might not be nearly as strong as hers, but even you can pick up on those almost earthy undertones that are cut through by the oddly girly and rich scent of her fur conditioner that unmistakably belongs to her and no one else. It’s intoxicating, and you take one more quick drag before pulling it away once more, bringing it with you as you make your way over to your dresser. It's hard to say you don't at least understand a little of what Ruby said last night, as something that should be subtle for you is enough to shock you fully awake, part of you now wishing you'd stayed together in bed just so you could enjoy her company a little longer. 
You’re not going to let that stop you from making today an even better day for the two of you though, and you carefully fold your shirt before setting it down on top of the dresser.  You decide to get down to it and not waste any more of your morning, quickly rummaging through three different drawers until you’ve picked out an outfit consisting of a long sleeved sweater, jeans and a jacket to throw on top of it all. It doesn't take you very long to get changed into the ensemble, and you leave the jacket draped over your chair to grab on the way back out as you make your way towards the bathroom, your worrywart side wanting to check on Ruby's shoulder again, just in case.
You give a quick knock before bending down to poke your head through the gap in the door, though instead of warning her, all it manages to do is startle her as she visibly jumps before turning her head to look at you. And despite the fact that you’ve only been gone for all of five minutes at most, it’s almost jarring how different she looks, her messy fur now looking a bit smoothed out while her long and still messy brown curls look even more voluminous now. It’s a stark and unreasonably attractive contrast to how she normally styles her hair, and you’re unable to take your eyes off it as your gaze follows it all the way down to… her still exposed chest that’s practically at eye level with you, which you quickly come to realize you’ve been gawking at for a few seconds. Before you can even begin to look away you notice what looks like a dark nub barely peering out from the thick layer of fur on her upper body and you watch her hands quickly come up to shield herself a bit from your prying eyes.
“Gonna just scare me half to death and then sit there gawking?” she asks confidently despite the fact that her averted gaze tells another story entirely, the occasional twitch of her ears giving away the game entirely. “Might want to roll your tongue back into your mouth before it touches the ground too, goober.”
“Sorry,” you manage to say as you try to shake the image from your head. “I was actually looking at your hair, didn’t realize I was, you know-”
She cuts you off before you even get a chance to finish. “I’m just giving you a hard time, Mike. Probably a good thing I start getting used to the idea of my boyfriend looking at me.”
“I do mean it though, about the hair,” you say, stumbling your way through another explanation. “I’m surprised you don’t style it like that more often. It looks really pretty on you.”
“Always thought it’d make me look like more of a mess than I already felt like, I guess,” she says almost wistfully despite the small smile tugging at her features from your compliment. “Maybe I’ll start doing it again. You know, since you seem to like it so much.”
“Wouldn’t say it if I didn’t believe it,” you say, finally worming your way in through the thin gap of the door. 
“I know,” she says, cocking her head at you slightly, her curls shaking a bit alongside it. “Want to know how I know?”
You can’t help but raise an eyebrow at her question, though you still want to hear the answer. “How’s that?”
“It’s easy,” she says, her small smile quickly growing into a grin as she looks up to lock eyes with you. “But you know… I think it’s way more fun to keep you guessing.”
You take the opportunity to pull her into a tight embrace from behind again, craning your head down just far enough to rest your chin atop her head. “Oh yeah? And what if I said I’m not letting go until you spill the beans?” 
“Doesn’t seem like much of a punishment to me,” she says, looking up at you with a smug smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. “You wanna know what I think?”
“Sure,” you say, putting on a warm smile to match hers.
“I think…” she says, seemingly training off for effect as her grin widens. “A certain someone is just looking for an excuse to be a lazybones. And if I had to guess, he’s still thinking about spending the rest of the morning in bed with his girlfriend.”
“Guilty as charged,” you chuckle, her expression making you laugh more than anything. “There’s always later though. After we swing by and grab your stuff?”
“Hmm…” she hums, intentionally dragging out and exaggerating her thinking. “I think I can live with that. Means I’ve got something to look forward to later.”
Her emphasis on the word later makes your heart skip a beat, and before your brain somehow figures out how to fuck up the moment, you say the first thing on your mind. “I guess that makes two of us. There won’t be a later if we don’t get going soon though.”
“Yeah, yeah, you’re right,” she says before letting out another small yawn. “Somehow still kinda tired. You mind putting on some coffee while I get dressed? Please?”
“Of course,” you say, though you really start to wonder whether you even have any left. 
For a moment you think about asking Ruby how she likes hers, though you think you’ve been around her long enough to see her tastes for yourself. Your train of thought’s momentary derailment is brought back from the brink by the feeling of her starting to hug you, and you look down to find she’s turned around fully, those vivid amber eyes staring up at yours.
“Got something on your mind, dork?” she asks, cocking her head slightly before letting out a little laugh.
“Only one particular something right now,” you say, smiling warmly back at her as you massage the small of her back. “And how she’s got me all coiled up in her grasp.”
“Fine, dork,” she laughs, reaching up to cover up her snout before it turns into a snort. “Go before I change my mind.”
“Aye aye, captain,” you say, squeezing her tight one last time before letting go to give her a mock salute.
You quickly turn and leave Ruby to her own devices, making your way towards the kitchen so you can get started on a little pick-me-up for the both of you. As you walk down the hall, you decide to briefly stop and kick the heating on. It’s not long before you find yourself staring down your dusty coffee machine. You give it a good wipe off with a rag before reaching for the cabinets to rummage around in search of those coveted beans. After moving aside what feels like an ungodly amount of bags and boxes in the makeshift pantry, your fingers finally touch the familiar edge of a can of instant coffee. It’s been months since you’ve touched the stuff yourself, and some part of you wishes you had some nicer, whole beans to make a better cup of joe for her. You don’t let that stop you though, knowing full well she’ll appreciate the effort and care put into it all the same. 
You quickly set up the machine and leave it running, knowing there’s not much you can do to affect the outcome as you make your way towards the fridge. You grab a jug of milk and a small bottle of what you hope isn’t expired french vanilla creamer before shutting the door. You set everything down in front of the machine before grabbing two cups and a small spoon from a drawer below. It feels weird to put so much thought and effort into something as mundane as a cup of coffee, but some part of you feels like Ruby deserves to have as nice of a start to her day as possible after everything that happened yesterday. You look over your shoulder for a brief second before you get to work, a little relieved she’s not ready yet. You carefully measure out and pour every ingredient into both cups, making sure to splash  in a little extra creamer into hers like you’d seen her do countless times after or before your morning runs. You try to draw a heart in her cup with the spoon using the layer of milky foam sitting atop everything else, though it comes out looking more like a circle. The sight makes you laugh, and you wonder what she’ll think of it when she sees it as you bring your cup up to take a sip just to assuage the perfectionist side of yourself. The warmth that starts to course through you is exactly what you needed on a day like this one, and despite not being a huge coffee snob, you think she’ll agree on it tasting pretty damn good to boot.
The warmth persists even after you set your cup down, thoughts of Ruby proving to be just as effective as a hot beverage at keeping away the chilly weather trying to nip at your exposed skin. You lean into the small counter in front of you, resting your arms firmly on it before letting out a long, deep breath that lingers in the air. Before doing anything else, you make a mental note to have someone take a look at your unreliable heater soon, on the off chance she decides to crash at your place again. Your train of thought is quickly derailed by the drawn out squeak of your bedroom door slowly opening, soon followed by the pitter patter of Ruby’s footsteps. You keep your eyes on the hallway, the grin you’ve been holding for what feels like the last half hour only getting bigger when you see her round the corner. Even though she’s just in her usual gym getup, you can’t help but gawk a bit at her messy fur and hair, putting the already attractive ensemble in a whole new light for you. Your gaze stays glued to her face as she saunters over towards you, only drifting down to look at the now incredibly puffed up tuft of fur around her neck. When she finally approaches the counter, she looks up and flashes you a brief smile before shaking her head.
“What’s got you in such a good mood, huh?” she asks in a playful tone as she jumps up to take a seat on the stool, cocking her head at you slightly. “You just get some good news or something?”
You’re too distracted by the massive, messy furred tail swinging side to side like a metronome behind her head to immediately answer her question, and you instead opt to slide a cup of coffee towards her while you mentally factory reset. She quickly takes hold of it with both hands, what looks like a shudder ripping through her from the contrast in temperature.
“You alright?” you ask, only slightly distracted by her change in appearance. “Might want to finish that before it gets cold.”
“I’m fine,” she says, even though you notice some of the fur in her twitchy ears standing on end. “Just… a little cold is all. Thanks for the coffee, Mike.”
“No problem,” you say, flashing her a warm smile. “Sorry that it’s freezing, I kicked the heater on but the thing’s a piece of shit. Takes a little while to kick in.”
“I’m more worried about you than anything,” she laughs as she looks you in the eyes. “Bold of you to wear something without sleeves today, especially without fur.”
“I’ll live with just a jacket on top,” you laugh before taking another sip of your coffee. “‘Sides, I can always just hug you if I need to borrow a little warmth. Like having a second coat whenever I need it.”
“Cheesy," she says, your eyes carefully tracking her expression as she raises the mug up to her face, inspecting the drink. "You're lucky I like you t-"
She stops mid sentence, and watching her small smile slowly turn into a toothy one is enough to make you forget all about the cold for a little while, her long ears folding down for a brief second before they start giving off those telltale, errant twitches. It’s contagious, and your grin feels like it’s becoming more dopey than you ever thought to be possible as you watch a blush start at the tips of her ears, her embarrassment spreading all the way down to her tail as it speeds up.
“Mike…” you hear her practically whisper in a soft, almost melodic tone. “You didn’t have to- I…”
“I wanted to. Figured you could use a little pick me up after yesterday,” you say before the poor girl has a chance to tangle herself up in an unneeded apology. “It’s no trouble at all. Besides, it didn’t turn out nearly as nice as I’d hoped. Looks more like a kidney than a heart. But hey, close enough, right?”
Ruby lets out an unapologetic snorting laugh at your joke, one that she doesn't bother to cut short like she's done every time before this one. Somehow it sounds all the nicer, knowing she doesn't feel the need to hold it back around you anymore. Once she’s recovered from her little bout of laughter, she reluctantly stares you in the face again.
“It’s wonderful, Mike,” she says once she gets the courage to speak, practically beaming despite the clear embarrassment in her expression and body language. “I love this little kidney bean with all my heart.”
The compliment makes your heart skip a beat, and you hope she can’t see the burning you feel in your cheeks. “Well don’t flatter me too much until you actually taste it. Might still be the worst coffee you’ve ever had.”
“Doubt it,” she says before confidently taking a long sip from her mug. “...And it looks like I was right. Just how I like it.”
“Don’t tell me you’re adding barista to my long list of potential job titles,” you say, laughing between sips. “Thing’s already getting too long to send out.”
“No, I think I want to keep this barista all to myself,” she says, every word in her sentence hitting you like a ton of bricks. “...You sure do know how to make a girl feel appreciated, Mike.”
Her honesty makes you swallow hard, but it only makes you want to redouble your efforts to make today as good as it can get for the two of you.
“Glad you feel that way, Ruby,” you say, returning the same blunt honesty back as the two of you continue to sip away.
“Meant what I said though,” she says, wiggling in her seat a bit as her tail starts to get even wilder with its movements. “Didn’t have to pick me up more, though I’m glad ya’ did. This morning was already… really, really nice for me. More than I could’ve ever asked for.”
“Good,” you say, reaching over to envelop her cold paw with your hand, caressing her fingers. “I feel exactly the same way about it, if I’m being honest. Never thought just waking up and being in bed could be so nice.”
“Is that why you had that big ol’ smile on your face when I came out of the bedroom earlier?” she asks as she looks down at where your hand is starting to interlock with hers.
“Yeah…” you say, the simple answer rolling off your tongue. “I’d be lying if I said there wasn’t another reason though.”
“Oh yeah?” she asks, cocking her head as she starts to caress your fingers back, the sensation nearly enough to make you shudder. “And what would that be?”
“Well, it’s hard not to smile when you’re staring down a beautiful dork with messy hair and fur,” you say without hesitation, though you internally wince a bit at your own delivery.
“That is… dangerously cheesy, Mike,” she says, holding back a laugh through that wonderful smile of hers as she squeezes your hand. “What, you really like the way this looks better?”
“Hard to compare, really,” you answer as truthfully as you can. “If you ask me, I think you could make a trash bag look like high fashion.”
“Don’t go giving them ideas now,” she chuckles, and you notice her start to fidget a little bit. “But… the fur? A-and hair?”
“I think it suits you,” you say, holding your tongue for a moment. “And… personally I think it makes you look even cuter.”
“Can’t argue with that I g-guess,” she says, before looking down to drown her embarrassment in her coffee mug. “Can’t complain when it saves me time straightening my hair every morning.”
“See, it’s a win-win for both of us,” you say, holding up your mug to gently clink it against hers before taking a lengthy final sip. “So, what do you think? You about ready to get this show on the road?”
“Just about,” she replies, letting out a visible sigh before quickly downing the rest of the drink. “You know, you made your home out to be like it was the worst place on earth but… I really like it. Don’t know why but it almost feels like I’ve been here before.”
“Putting those interior decorator skills to work I guess,” you say, setting the mug down to the side as you lean into the counter more. “But thanks. It’s a piece of shit, but it’s my piece of shit.”
She laughs for a brief second before finishing her drink. “You know for someone who tells me not to beat myself up so much, Mike…”
“Yeah?” you ask, curious as to what she has to say.
“You really should be a little more proud of your stuff,” she says, caressing your fingers as if to drive her words home. “You’ve got a nice car and a beautiful apartment. And you know why that is?”
“Not a clue,” you say, feigning ignorance to see what she has to say. “Sometimes I feel like I just luck into stuff. Like it falls out of the sky and into my lap, you know?”
“It’s because you take good care of those things, Mike,” she says, her soft tone making the hairs on your arm stand on end. “You value the things you’ve got and it shows. You’d have to practically be blind to not see it.”
“Well, when you don’t grow up with too much, you’ve gotta make the most of what you do get,” you admit, chuckling to yourself at the good memories at the forefront of your mind. “Or at least, that’s what I try to live by. Makes you enjoy the little things in life a bit more. Even if that doesn’t work out too well sometimes.”
"Well, we can enjoy those little things together," she says, letting out a beaming, sweet smile that melts your heart. “Still got the whole day ahead of us too. Thanks again for the coffee.”
“Anytime,” you say, her words filling you with newfound confidence. “Now let’s get going before we get frozen into a romantic ice sculpture.”
“Doesn’t sound like too much of a bad thing,” she says, reluctantly letting go of your hand. “But… you’re right, we should get a move on.”
You give your pockets the usual patdown just to make sure you’re not forgetting anything before you head out, turning to give Ruby a quick nod and smile before making your way out from behind the counter. 
In the hopes of keeping a closer eye on her injury, you put your hand out and say, “Lead the way.”
The two of you quickly make your way to the door, a chilly draft hitting you the instant she cracks it open, the drastic change in temperature sending a shiver that rolls all the way down your spine. It reminds you to grab a jacket from one of the hooks on the wall, but another idea pops into your head instead.
“Hey,” you say to try to grab her attention as you grab a winter coat off the rack. “It’s way too cold out there to wear something with no sleeves, fur or not.”
She turns to look at you, an amused smile forming on her snout when she sees what you’re holding. “I’m fine, I promise.”
“I saw you shivering when we were outside yesterday, Ruby,” you say, giving the garment a small shake to drive your point home. “Come on, throw it on, it’s not gonna bite.”
“But… don’t you need it more than I do?” she asks, and even though she’s protesting you can tell from her tone it’s more out of concern for you. “Don’t want you to freeze either.”
“I’ll grab the other one I’ve got in the closet, don’t worry,” you smile as you step towards her. 
“Well, in that case…” she says, closing the rest of the distance herself. “I wouldn’t mind it.”
In one smooth motion, you drape the coat around her, the sight of Ruby in a coat that’s two sizes too big for her amusing you to no end. You adjust it as best you can before doing up the buttons, tapping her on the nose after you finish.
“Sorry, thought that was a button too,” you grin from ear to ear as you belt out the setup to your awful joke. “It’s attached to something as cute as one.”
Her eyes narrow for the briefest of seconds before the silence hanging in the air is cut by an abrupt, snorting laugh from her. The rare sound alone is its own reward, but the feeling of being able to make her laugh regularly makes you indescribably happy.
“God… it’s actually uncanny how cheesy your jokes are,” she says, looking up at you as she adjusts the fluffy collar of your coat. “If I pass out from heat stroke in this thing I expect you to catch me before I hit the ground.”
“Anyone who says I’m bad has never met my dad,” you chuckle before turning to grab and toss on your other jacket. “Unfortunately, the bad jokes run in the family.”
“As of lately, guess that’s not the only thing that started running in the family, huh?” she asks, nudging you in the side.
You can’t help but groan at her words before chuckling at her wordplay. “Okay, okay, now I understand what you have to put up with.”
“Ah, your medicine doesn’t taste so good, huh?” she says in a joking tone as she grins from ear to ear as much as her snout will allow. “Two can play at the dork game, you know.”
“Didn’t know you were playing, thought it just came naturally to you,” you say, a smirk rapidly spreading across your features. 
“Haw haw, very funny,” she says, playfully elbowing you in the side again. “Really should get going before we let all the snow get inside though.”
You’d been so caught up in the conversation with her that you’d forgotten what you were supposed to be doing, taking a quick glance towards the half open door before shaking your head in an attempt to get your train of thought back on track.
“Right, yeah,” you say, still smiling as you step to her side to fish out another coat from the closet, quickly slipping it on while Ruby steps outside.
You follow suit, closing the door behind you and in typical fashion, double and triple checking the lock before finally starting to make your way down the stairs to your car. While she can’t see it, there’s a smile on your face every step of the way just from watching her walk in your clothes, looking more like a dress than a coat on her frame. It’s not long before you’re stepping up to the passenger side, opening the door for her and helping her in before making your way to the drivers side and stepping in. As you go to start the car, you say a silent prayer and hope the engine catches on the first try despite the frigid cold.
You turn the key and hear the dreaded sound that’s been a source of embarrassment for you many times before, fruitlessly cursing under your breath before trying again. 
“C’mon, I know you’ve still got it in you,” you whisper as you make a second and third attempt, the ignition finally catching just when you’d almost given up hope. “Third time’s the charm, I guess. You want me to turn the heat on or are you good, Ruby?”
“Pretty toasty in here,” she says in a muffled tone, her head taking refuge within the fluffy collar of your coat like some kind of strange turtle. “But if you want it on, I don’t mind.”
The sight amuses you to no end, and you decide to leave the AC untouched before you pull out of your parking space. The drive to her house is fairly uneventful, though seeing your town covered in a thin layer of snow is a sight that’ll never get old. There’s a strange sense of nostalgia that washes over you even as you drive into her neighborhood, even though you’ve rarely stopped by this side of town in the past. It somehow looks even more upscale and picturesque this way, like something straight out of a storybook. You forgo parking in your usual spot and go for something a little closer, not wanting either of you to be in the snow for longer than absolutely necessary.
You decide to leave the car running for fear that starting it in only three tries earlier was just a fluke. Without missing a beat, you turn to look at Ruby.
“Want me to walk you to your door?” you ask, worried she might slip. “Or I could just hang out ‘till you’re ready. Doubt it’ll make too much of a difference since I’ll have to come back anyway.”
“Not like there’s that much snow on the ground, Mike,” she says, turning to lock her gaze with yours. “But... it's sweet of you to ask. Better if you get a head start and make up for all that time I wasted earlier, though.”
“If that was wasted time, I wouldn’t mind it happening more often,” you chuckle, briefly flashing her a warm smile. “But alright, I’ll go grab our stuff and meet you back here in like, half an hour?”
“Sounds like a plan,” she says, already moving to open the door. “I’ll try to be ready, just going to shower and change into something a little more suited for the weather.”
“Alright, but no need to rush yourself too hard, still got plenty of the day to enjoy,” you say, watching as she hops outside. “And be careful on the sidewalk, they get pretty dangerous when it snows.”
“I’ll be fine dork, don’t worry,” she smiles back at you when she turns. “But you’re right, can’t be too careful after last night.”
“That’s the spirit,” you say, giving her a big thumbs up. “See you in a little bit, Ruby.”
She closes the door before waving you off, and you watch as she slowly makes her way towards her apartment, finally turning your attention away when she disappears into the threshold of her door. Satisfied, you pull off and start the short drive towards your gym. Since it’s just you and your thoughts you decide to kick on whatever CD you happened to have left in the player, pleasantly surprised by the rock song that comes on. You tap the steering wheel and nod your head to the tune, and in no time you find yourself pulling into the lot, beelining for the closest spot to the gym. Once more, you consider leaving the car running but since you won’t be gone long, you figure it probably won’t freeze over on you in the meantime. You hop out and lock it, power walking towards the gym in hopes that it’s open today, the cold breeze nipping at whatever exposed parts of your body it can still reach. To your surprise and relief, you can see a few people going about their business through the windows. You step inside, letting out a sigh as the heated gym air finally grants you a reprieve from the biting cold outside. As much as you’d like to stop and smell the roses though, you’re here for one thing and one thing only, and you make your way straight towards the locker room. A quick swipe of your membership badge as you pass by the reception desk along with a firm nod is all it takes to get in and you continue on your way to-
“Hey, Mike!” someone calls out from behind you, though you can immediately pinpoint the voice as belonging to none other than the receptionist that’s been here as long as you have.
You stop in your tracks and turn to look at the source, your guess proven right as soon as your eyes land on her. “Something wrong? God, don’t tell me I forgot to pay my membership again.”
“Oh no, no, you’re fine,” she says, giving a quick dismissive wave of her hand. “Hope I’m not stepping over a line or anything but is Ruby alright? Heard about what happened from Dean.”
You feel a sense of relief that you don’t have to relive that embarrassment again. “No worries, I appreciate you asking. She’s doing alright, just a little shaken up with a sore shoulder, but thankfully nothing more serious than that.”
“Glad to hear it, kind of used to seeing the two of you here most of the time,” she says, a sympathetic smile tugging at her features. “Tell her I hope she feels better soon, if you can.”
“Will do. I’m sure she’ll be happy to hear it,” you say, returning a polite smile of your own. “You know if Dean’s around? Wanted to apologize since I didn’t get much of a chance to with all the ruckus last night.”
“Probably back there reracking some dumbbells, you know how the kids are,” she chuckles as she jots a few things down. “If you can’t find him, let me know and I’ll ring him up for you, hun.”
“Thanks, Cindy,” you say, giving a little wave before you turn back around to head towards the locker rooms.
 
Sure enough, you see Dean exactly where she said he’d be, and you decide to take a small detour to clear the air. It seems like he notices you at about the same time, and you see the giant of a man rack some smaller dumbbells before he comes to meet you halfway.
“How the hell you holding up, kid?” he asks, extending his hand out for you to shake. “And how’s the little kangaroo girly doing? By the looks of it, first time she ever had a scare like that, huh?”
“Hell of a lot better than last night, that’s for sure,” you say, giving a chuckle as you shake the man’s hand. “And she was a little shaken up, but I helped her get through it a little bit. Thanks for asking though.”
“It’s good that you were there for her, poor thing,” he says in a tone far more calm and sympathetic than you’re used to hearing from the gentle giant. “I’ll be honest, when she yelled and scared the shit out of me, I was expecting the worst. You got some good reflexes on you kid, I’ll tell you that much.”
“I try my best,” you say, smiling out of pride from the man’s compliment. “Finally got to use the stuff you taught me ages ago. Think it made a difference.”
“Ah, you’re blowin’ smoke up my ass,” he laughs, waving his hand dismissively. “All you kid, and if you ask me, the effort shows. You were a goddamn beanpole when you first came in, now look at cha’. Like watching my kids grow up all over again.”
“That means a lot to me, Dean,” you say, your smile only widening at the barrage of compliments. “Also wanted to apologize for tossing those weights. Heat of the moment and all, and I’m more than happy to pay if I damaged anything.”
“Don’t sweat it kid, because between you and me this place is making more than enough to replace any old thing,” he laughs before playfully nudging you hard enough to move you. “Can’t put a price on a person you like, but you can always buy new equipment.”
You’re surprised by his phrasing and you can’t help but prod a little further. “That’s a good way to think about it, but I still feel a little bad, y’know? And besides, what makes you so sure I like her so much?”
“I wasn’t born yesterday Mike, and even these cataracts can’t stop me from seeing the two of you yucking it up all the time,” he says, wrapping an arm around you and giving you a hearty pat on the back. “The way that girly looks at you? Saw the same exact thing in my wife. Knew she was a keeper then, still a keeper now. Keep her close if you aren’t already, I mean it.”
“Yes, sir,” you say, giving him a short salute out of respect. “Again, I appreciate you being cool about everything last night.”
“I’d be a shitty owner if I ran someone off over something that could happen to anyone,” he says, giving a small shrug of his shoulders. “Happened to me, happened to you, didn’t it? She won’t be the last, but you know the biggest favor you can do me? Make sure it doesn’t happen again, you hear?”
“That much I can do,” you say, thinking back to what you told Ruby last night. “Won’t let you down.”
“There’s that fighting spirit,” he chuckles in his downright gravelly voice. “What you doing here so early anyway?”
“Just grabbing our bags, couldn’t get em’ last night because I was so focused on getting her home,” you say, swallowing hard as some of those memories flash vividly.
“You’re a good man, Mike,” he says, giving you one more firm pat on the back before letting you go. “Best you don’t forget that. Go on, I’m sure you’ve got a certain someone waiting on you.”
He walks off to another part of the gym before you can even say anything, but even so it’s hard to get the smile off your face from the newfound confidence. You quickly hurry over to the locker and realize you can’t exactly walk into the women’s locker room, even just to get Ruby’s bag. You decide to grab yours first before trying to enlist the help of the receptionist girl. It doesn’t take you long to find the locker you use damn near every day, and you quickly unlock it, sling the bag over your shoulder and head back outside. The gym is so empty at this time of day that it almost makes you wish you worked the night shift instead. You glance at the few people doing their cardio work as you briskly walk towards the front desk.
“Hey, sorry to bother you but could you help me grab Ruby’s bag from the women’s locker room?” you ask, feeling like an idiot for not having asked before.
“Sure thing, you happen to know her locker number and code?” she asks without even skipping a beat, turning to face you after she’s finished keying in something on the computer.
“Ah shit, I think it was…” you say, feeling like a moron when you realize both you and Ruby forgot about that small, yet crucial detail. “...Yeah, I honestly have no idea. Let me text her and find out, sorry.”
“No problem, I’ll be right here waiting,” she says with a smile before turning right back around to keep tapping away.
You whip your phone out and shoot off a quick text to Ruby, part of you hoping she’s not still in the shower or equally busy. While you wait for a response, your eyes drift to the frosted over windows, the misty sight of the outdoors through them bringing back memories of sitting on that rooftop with her, not a care in the world. You’re slingshotted back into the present by your phone vibrating in your palm, and you look down only to let out a sigh of relief when you see it’s Ruby, her answer attached.
‘C3 and 8795, sorry for forgetting to tell you :(‘ reads the text, and as silly as it is the frown makes you smile a bit.
‘It’s all good, I forgot about it too :)’ you quickly tap back before putting your phone away.
“Just got the word in, C3 and 8795,” you say with a smile, trying to make light of your earlier embarrassment.
“Awesome, I’ll go get that for you, one second,” she says, finishing up what she’s doing before walking out from behind the counter. “If anyone comes in, could you make sure they scan in for me.
“That’d be the least I can do I think,” you chuckle as you lean against the counter, facing towards the door.
“Back lickety split then,” she says, walking off just as quick as Dean had earlier. 
You tap your fingers idly against the counter and before you know it, she’s back holding a bag that’d look oversized even if you were holding it. She reaches out and offers it to you, and you take hold of it before slinging it over your other shoulder.
“That all you need dear or can I help you with anything else?” she asks as she takes her post once again.
“All I needed for now, thanks,” you say as you tap your pockets to make sure you aren’t forgetting anything. “Oh and, are you guys closing early tomorrow? Just trying to plan around the weather.”
“Same hours as always unless a storm comes in,” she says. “Between you and me I kind of like it when it’s snowing. Means it’s slow all day long.”
“Trust me, I’m the same exact way,” you laugh, giving the counter a small tap. “Nothing like a nice long day of getting paid to do fuck all. See you around, Cindy.”
“Hopefully I’ll be seeing both of you around next time,” she says, her sympathetic smile warming your heart up. “Take care.”
“You too,” you say as you make your way for the doors, once again bracing to be stung by the bitter cold.
You make your way over to your car as quickly as possible, fumbling when you reach for your keys to open the trunk. After a short struggle, you manage to get the latch undone, tossing both gym bags in the back before closing the lid and rushing into the driver’s seat as fast as humanly possible. You go to start the car and the second you turn the key you’re met with the dreaded whine of an engine refusing to start. Even after another five turns of the key it doesn’t catch, and you regret not leaving the damn thing idle. With not much else you can do but wait for a bit, you pull out your phone.
‘Car trouble, might be a little longer than expected :(‘ reads the text you quickly shoot off to Ruby before you let out a frustrated sigh.
*****
The whirr of your wall mounted dryer drowns out your thoughts as the warm air blows in, reaching into the depths of your now long furred winter coat as you let out a drawn out groan. You hold your arms in a cross shape as you shake them, all in an effort to speed up this arduous, often boring ritual. There’s a part of you that says you shouldn’t complain though, because it wasn’t that long ago that you were having to make do with just a hair dryer and an unending supply of towels until you could find someone who wasn’t backed up for months to install a unit. As different vents open up down below and give you a brief reprieve to gather your thoughts, you think back to Mike and almost hope he takes his sweet time at the gym, because the last thing you want to do is to have to waddle to the door half-naked and let him get a good eyeful of your fur while it’s simultaneously soggy and frazzled. Despite the current messy state of your fur, it’s a far cry from how dirty and heavy it felt in the morning, a much needed reminder of why you always jump into the shower the second you get home from the gym. Thankfully he didn't seem to notice it much, if at all, something you’re more than grateful for. As you finish drying off, you continue to reminisce on the time you spent in his tight embrace earlier today, the thoughts enough to make you smile despite the boring task still at hand. It’s not long that you’re allowed to enjoy the moment, your daydreaming cut short by the sound of your phone buzzing against the sink’s granite countertop. You crane your head in an attempt to get a peek at the screen without leaving the confines of your driver to no avail, something that makes the few minutes still left in the cycle all the more painful as your head starts to swim with possibilities about what it could be.
You feel relief when you feel and hear the massive blowers all around you start to power down one by one, and you give your entire body another set of cursory shakes to get the last of the water out before reaching for the towel rack. You run the towel over your entire body from top to bottom, drawing out the last of the water from your now silky smooth fur, giving one of your legs a little shake before stepping off the raised platform. While you’re in a hurry to get over to your phone, you’re careful not to slip on the wet tile below, taking measured steps over to your sink before finally snatching your phone up. A cursory glance at the screen shows it’s just Mike asking you for your locker number and combination, and you’re quick to type the answer back despite the embarrassment you feel for having forgotten to tell him. His lighthearted response makes you smile, and you set down the phone before getting down to another task that takes up a good portion of your days: brushing your fur. You reach for the brush that your mom’s used on you for as long as you can remember and get to work, wincing every time you have to work through a particularly entangled patch. While you’re not entirely sure it’s true, it feels like part of the reason this is taking so long is because you’re putting in more effort than normal to look your best for Mike.
The thought lingers for a moment, and you speed up your brushing as the embarrassment starts to set in again. You don’t just want to look your best for him, you want to feel your best for him. You close your eyes as you continue to indulge in the notion, trying to remember every brush of skin against fur, every warm exhale and even the little noises you’d both made in your little battle for control. A shudder runs down your spine, making fur stand on end as you wonder what even got into you yesterday. 
Your first time hugging, let alone kissing someone in a way that wasn’t platonic and you decide pinning him down against the bed was the way to do it? Holy shit, what were you thinking? The problem, if you can even call it that, is that you weren’t thinking. Neither of you were, really. Both you and him were just going off pure instinct, a little adrenaline and a big dose of pheromones. You never really believed some of the stuff the girls you went to school with would say, but after that experience you’d be more inclined to believe them. Even after that shower, you swear you can still smell a little bit of him on you. You bring your snout down to your shoulder to give yourself a bit of a sniff check and sure enough, you pinpoint it right away. Masculine, and undeniably his natural scent combined with a hint of his cologne; it manages to overpower the smell of your fur conditioner everywhere else in the general area, and you wonder if it's the same for all the places he touched as well. As ashamed as you are to admit it, you could get used to this. Even with it being so damn distracting, the phone’s display showing a good ten minutes have passed you by. You decide to press on, though you have no real luck shaking the vivid thoughts out of your own head.
Even replaying the whole night and morning step by step in your own head doesn't make the experience seem real. But it was, and even better than that was the fact that he seemed to enjoy it every bit as much as you did. It’s hard to contain the mix of emotions running through you right now, but you attempt to get a hold of yourself so you can finish getting ready for your outing. 
It's been a while since you've cared to spend this much time on your appearance, given last time was... the dinner date you desperately wanted to forget. But it’s different this time, there’s no… uncertainty about how Mike is going to take seeing you in another light, no anxiety about making a bad impression on his friends. Now you know he likes you for you, and any effort you put into yourself is going to be noticed that much more. After all, he had been plenty sweet and tactful about your makeup before. Part of you is still glad nobody had the sense to take pictures that night, or at least as far as you could remember. For better or worse, your recollection of that night is still shaky at best and you trust that Mike wouldn’t keep something like that from you. You said it yourself last night, you feel safe around him. Like you can trust every word that comes out of his mouth.
You hold onto that feeling and don’t let go as you finish putting the final touches on yourself, deciding to forgo spritzing on the pricey perfume you’d bought a few weeks ago. In the interest of saving time, you clutch the towel wrapped around yourself tightly and speed towards the walk-in closet. While normally you’d have decision paralysis about what to wear, you’ve been thinking about this the second you were alone again. You know exactly what you’re going to wear to your lunch date. A beautiful baby-blue blouse and a skirt that ends just below your knees. Simple, and something you’d normally only wear in the classroom, but you think the occasion more than calls for it. It doesn’t take you long to jump into the ensemble, and you scramble towards the dresser to put the finishing touches on your hair.
You opt to try something a little different, tying your ponytail up slightly higher than usual. You have no idea whether it suits you even though you’re looking in a mirror, but you decide to take a chance on it anyway. You decide to throw the locket your sister gave you too, because why not. Something new to go with how everything else feels right now. You palm it and hold it close to your chest as you briefly close your eyes, letting the bittersweet feelings associated with it wash over you. You’re not sure you could stomach actually opening the damn thing right now, but having it with you makes you feel a lot like being around Mike does.
Safe. Confident. Like you’re not living in the past anymore.
It’s a feeling you could get used to. Addicted, even. The fact that you’re not even scared to lose it, the reason you didn’t like to wear it around under normal circumstances, feels like it’s not even a concern right now. You feel light on your feet as you make your way towards the kitchen, only stopping to check your phone before entering.
Shit.
Despite it feeling like it happened quickly you spent way too long taking a shower and getting ready. No way you would make it to the diner in time, even if you left right this second.Your heart sinks at the realization, but even worse is the worry that wells up within you when you realize Mike isn’t back yet. You think about calling, but you don’t want to be overbearing. Wouldn’t he want you to worry though?
You decide to do it anyway. The phone rings once, then again before he picks up.
“Ruby? Is everything alright?”
While you don’t mean to make him worry, his worried tone makes your heart well up a bit.
“Funny, I was about to ask you the same. But don’t worry, everything’s fine,” you say, hoping your words put him at ease. “Car still giving you trouble?”
“Yeah, but I should be out of here soon,” he says in his normally confident tone of voice. “Weather like this makes the damn thing act up. Just needs to warm up a bit. Wouldn’t want to miss out on our date.”
“Good, because I’ll come out there myself with a tow truck if I have to,” you say before letting out a small laugh. “But about t-”
You don’t want to let him down even more and say you won’t be able to make it to the diner. Stepping further into the kitchen puts you right in front of the fridge.
“You say something, Ruby? I think the signal is a bit spotty out here,” he says, the volume of his voice raising slightly. “I need to get myself a new phone or something.”
Opening the doors reveals your fully stocked fridge. You’d forgotten you did groceries recently. 
Who needs diner food anyway, you could make something work here. In fact, it’d probably be an even nicer surprise.
“It’s nothing,” you respond back to him. “Take your time, I’ll be here waiting for you.”
“Alright then,” he says. “See you then, sweetpea.”
Even though you can’t see him, you know he’s grinning like a jester right now. The little bastard hung up before you could get so much as a snarky quip back to boot.
You hate him. But you definitely like him more.
*****
It thankfully doesn't take you long to get back to Ruby's place, managing to find a close-by space to park on.
As you reach for the keys to your car, part of you contemplates leaving it on. You don’t want to go through the embarrassment of having your car not start again, this time with Ruby in tow. You ultimately decide to chance it, because the only thing worse than that is somehow having both your bags stolen in some kind of freak accident. You turn the car off and jump headfirst into the freezing weather, shuffling down the sidewalk towards the apartment.
You knock on the door and wait. No response.
The worrywart side of you starts to get a bit antsy, even though she’s always been slow to open up. While your ears aren’t as sharp as Ruby’s, the undeniable sound of shuffling coming from inside quickly puts you at ease again. You go to knock again and nearly end up stumbling forward as the door quickly swings open. A smile creeps up on your face when you look down at the tiny kangaroo. While you’ve seen her in similar outfits before, it’s oddly entertaining seeing her in outfits that make her look like a church… mouse? Or would it be a jerboa in her case? Whatever the case, she looks very cute, and you have to fight the urge to say that outright.
“So what’s the special occasion?” You ask, lingering in the doorway with a grin on your face. “You’re making me feel a little underdressed, actually.”
“W-well, I figured I might as well dress how everyone else does at the diner,” she stammers, though she’s quick to correct herself. “Plus it’s kind of cold out there in case you’ve forgotten.”

“I’m just kidding, Ruby,” you say, reaching forward to brush an errant lock of hair behind one of her long ears. “You look really nice. Even if you missed a spot with your hair.”
Her face can’t seem to decide whether she wants to smile or glare at you, though the forearm that suddenly brushes against your stomach gets the point across just fine. 
“Now I’m wondering if it would’ve been better to wait until I had to thaw you out,” she scoffs, though her features betray her words. “Get in here before I change my mind, dork.”
“That’s just cruel, Ruby,” you say, hugging her from behind as she turns to walk back inside.  “Leaving an innocent caveman like me in the snow to brave the elements without his trusty fur coat? I’d die out there without you, you know.”
She grumbles before tilting her head back to look up at you. “Are you saying I’m the fur coat in this imaginary scenario of yours?”
“Only if you want to be,” you say with a million dollar smile. “You do share a lot of the same characteristics, what with the fur, being good at keeping you warm, smelling nice…”
You watch her eyes closely to gauge her reaction. They narrow a bit but she doesn’t exactly protest the things you’re saying. If anything you can see the smallest hint of a blush forming on her ears, accompanied by an ever so subtle twitch. She leans further back into you and you only receive further confirmation that the things you’re saying are true.
She’s soft, warm and smells really, really, nice. Like cherry blossoms with a touch of pine needles beneath. It’s enough to make the hairs on your arms start to stand on end. At the risk of ruining the nice moment you’re sharing with Ruby, you decide to drive your final point home after leaning down close to her ears.
“Well, and you know, clinging to the body pretty well,” you whisper, fully expecting and bracing for an elbow to the gut. ”Can’t forget that.”
The usual verbal retaliation from her doesn’t come, and instead she just blows air at you, forcing you to briefly avert your gaze. By the time you look down again she’s leaning further into your midsection than before, her eyes completely shut as she lets out a sigh.
“You’re lucky that I’m in a good mood today,” she says, something that only makes you hug around her midsection even tighter. “And that I like you. A lot.”
You decide to push your luck anyway. “Thank you. Though really, am I wrong?”
A long pause hangs in the air between you.
“No,” she says after some consideration. “But I wouldn’t be throwing nukes in glass houses considering how deep in my fur those fingers of yours were.”
You swallow hard, not really having a snarky counter to that particular bit of truth. “Okay, okay, so we’re both just as bad. But that just means we were destined to be together.”
“Good save, Romeo,” she says, blowing air at you again before playfully trying and failing to wrestle free from your grip again. “We probably should get going though. Before the weather gets any worse. Just need to grab my jacket.”
You kiss her on the top of her head before letting her go. As you watch her saunter away towards the hallway, you wonder if this is what it’ll be like forever. Barely making it half a foot into the house before embracing each other. The constant playfulness and back and forth banter. Little declarations here and there of how much the two of you like spending time around each other.
Honeymoon period be damned, this is the way you want things to be forever. Because it definitely feels like it’s how they should be. And you’ll do everything in your power to try and keep it that way. The smile you’ve had plastered on your face since the door opened lingers all the way until Ruby returns. You weren’t sure she could look any better, but the light gray sweater and scarf draped around her tiny frame makes her look even smaller. You fight the urge to scoop her up into your arms.
“Good to go?”
“Yeah, I think so,” she says, smoothing out some of the wrinkles on her ensemble. “You have a jacket in your car? If not, I can let you borrow… a blanket or something.”
“I’ve got one in my bag, don’t worry,” you say, pursing the corner of your mouth to form a smirk. “Besides, there’s always you as my backup plan.”
“Haw, haw,” she responds before intertwining her arm with yours. “Get some new material, it’s stale enough to feed to a bird.”
“Ruby,” you say, pretending to be taken aback by her words. “Think about how all those birds out there would feel about something like that.”
“I don’t care about them, or what they’d think,” she replies while leaning further into you. “I’m only worried about one thing and one thing only right now, and he’s the polar opposite of a chicken.”
You beam with pride at her small nugget of praise and bring her closer to you. With her free arm, she reaches for something to her side in the blink of an eye and you notice she’s now got a canvas tote bag slung over one of her shoulders. It looks pretty massive against her tiny frame, but you’re more surprised she owns something purse adjacent. You can’t say it doesn’t look nice on her though.Then again, you’ve never seen her not look nice. Even with messy fur, messy hair, tears in her eyes…
Doesn’t change the fact that you think she’s beautiful no matter what. 
“Whatcha’ starin’ at?” she asks, cocking her head. “Do I have something on my face?”
“Nothing,” you say, trying to play it off. “So uh, was the pouch not enough?”
The two of you walk in tandem towards the door, quickly stepping back out into the cold. 
“Just figured it’d be nice to have somewhere to put any leftovers,” she says as she starts to lead the way down the stairwell. “They’ve got some pretty big portion sizes.”
“How bad could it be, really?” You ask, scoffing at the thought of a meal you couldn’t take down. “You’ve seen me take down a whole pizza no problem.”
“You’re exactly the kind of person that would get goaded into taking their eating challenge,” she laughs as you reach the bottom of the stairs. “There’s a reason only like three people have managed it in ten years.” 
“I’m built different,” you say without thinking, feeling a wave of cringe wash over you as you continue making your way towards the car without missing a beat.
You try anyway, because Ruby stops in her tracks before bursting into a giggling fit, snorts and other assorted laughs included in the bundle.
“What’s so funny, huh?” You say, leaning into her more. “You don’t think it’s true?”
“I-” she says as she tries and fails to catch her breath, the last of her fit bursting forth. “I-I don’t know why that was so funny. You just… said that with the straightest face ever.”
“You mind if we pick this up in the car?” you ask, the cold starting to nip at your extremities since you’d neglected to bring gloves, or any other kind of protection. “Jack Frost is out for revenge today it seems.”
“Yeah, yeah,” she says, wiping what you think is an actual tear from the corner of her eye. “Sorry.”
You finish shuffling off the sidewalk and help her into the passenger seat before rushing into the driver’s seat practically headfirst. The car thankfully starts without issue, and you crank the heating as high as humanly possible before putting on your gloves. She’s still smiling, and you’re not sure if it’s because of what you said or something else entirely.
“I could definitely take on that food challenge,” you mutter to yourself as you check the mirrors. “I might be jacked but I can put it away just as well as a motorized chair jockey. You wanna plug where we’re going into the GPS?”
“Oh, I don’t doubt that Mr. Built Different,” she says with a little snicker, though you see her smile start to fade a bit. “But… I hear they cheat with the challenge a little bit. Go real heavy on the fries so you can’t make it through all the starch. You’d need a black hole of a gut to get through it all.”
She plugs the direction into the GPS before sticking it back against the windshield again. 
“Maybe I’m not ready for all that then,” you admit, laughing a bit yourself. “Oh hey, this place isn’t too far. It’s by the park.”
“Yeah,” she says, sighing as she looks out the window. “Real pretty this time of year, honestly.”
“Honestly wish I could go to this one to jog instead sometimes, the path is pretty well maintained,” you say, looking over your shoulder to pull out. “Not that the one we usually go to is bad, but maybe that’s because it feels more like home.”
“Yeah, no, I know what you mean,” she says, resting her snout on her hand. “Kind of felt weird when I first moved out this way. But eventually you get used to seeing the same people everyday. Kind of nice since I only knew like two people. And one of them was my sister.”
“She still in the area?” You ask as you begin the short drive to the spot. “Sounded to me like you two are pretty close. At least from the little I know.”
She reaches into her blouse for something. It’s hard to see what it is from what little glances of it you can sneak while trying to keep your eyes on the road. She holds it out in her hand towards you, the chain still around her neck. The rubies embedded on the outside shimmer as she raises them up towards the windshield.
“She gave this to me actually,” Ruby says, her expression caught somewhere between a grin and a grimace. “Was her gift to me before she graduated and moved upstate a bit. She wanted to stay but her scholarship was kind of conditional so, this was her way of leaving a piece of herself with me. Said she’d be watching over me wherever I went.”
You’re kind of taken aback a bit by her words, not exactly sure what to say from all the choices in your head.
“Well hey, sounds like she cares a hell of a lot about you,” you say, trying your best to sound comforting. “Why don’t you make the trip and visit her?”
You realize only after you’ve said the words that she doesn’t have a car. Maybe even a license, for that matter.
“Or you know, ask her to come down this way,” you add, trying to save your minor fuckup. 
Ruby doesn’t say anything about your quip, but she does put her hand over yours. You’ll never get used to the feeling, her fur rubbing in between your fingers makes your skin turn to gooseflesh every time.
“She does care a lot, and she always visited every free moment she could drive down from college,” Ruby says, sighing once more. “Even video called me like ten times a week to see how I was doing. If anything I feel bad for not visiting her more, but with this teaching gig, I don’t get much time off until the summer or breaks and neither does she. Plus, you know, no car kind of puts it all on her.”
“I could take you, you know. If you want,” You offer, wanting to do something nice for your girlfriend regardless of the details. “Unless I’m like your secret human lover or something. To be locked away in the attic when there’s polite company over.”
“Jackass,” she says, slapping your hand softly. “She knows about you, actually. I might’ve asked her for… advice that time we went out to that fancy dinner.”
“What kind?” you ask, your curiosity getting the better of you. “I mean, if you want to talk about it. I don’t have any siblings but I know that kind of conversation can be pretty private.”
“Would you believe me if I said it was about how to not make an ass out of myself?” she admits, and a brief glance tells you she’s averting her gaze. “Lot of good that did me.”
“Well… I’m still here, right?” you ask, raising the hand that’s intertwined with hers. “I’d say the advice did plenty of good. For both of us.”
“Guess so,” she says, squeezing your hand even tighter when you start to set it back down. “I owe her one.”
“Me too,” you say, chuckling as you focus on the road ahead.
It doesn’t take more than a few seconds for the GPS to declare you’ve arrived at your destination, though you think something’s wrong as you don’t see anything even remotely close to a restaurant around here. Ruby fiddles with your fingers some more and you look to her for an answer.
“I was being serious, by the way,” you say as you put the car in park. “About driving you to your sister’s place. Name the time, whatever. I’ve got some time I can take off work. If you don’t mind dealing with my taste in music on a road trip, anyway.”
“I should be the one calling you sweetpea for that,” she says, making your cheeks immediately start to burn bright. “I’ll think about it some more. I just don’t want to make you do all that and-”
“Ruby. I’m doing it because I want to, not because you’re making me,” you gently remind her as you have plenty of times before.
“I know,” she says, smiling so sweetly it makes your heart ache. “Thanks, Mike.”
“Anytime,” you say, and your rumbling stomach quickly reminds you what you’re here for in the first place. “Don’t mean to ruin the moment but… are we in the right place? Looks kinda dead out here. Guess the weather doesn’t help.”
“I might’ve… kinda, sorta intentionally put us out of the way a little bit,” she says sheepishly, averting her gaze somewhat. “I know it’s a little weird, but I wanted it to be a surprise.”
“You sure it’s not because you don’t want to be seen with a dork of my caliber?” You say as you rummage around the back for your bag, quickly fetching your jacket so your blood doesn’t turn to slush. “You think I’ll need this thing or are we close enough?”
She stares at you, at the garment and then back. “I think you should bring it just to be on the safe side.”
Ruby then turns towards the door, quickly opens it and is at the driver’s side of the car before you can even get the engine shut off. You know in this weather it’s likely going to take forever to get it started again when you get back, but there’s not much else you can do. You quickly join her outside and lock the car.
“Alright, so this is going to sound even more weird but, can you close your eyes for me?” 
You raise an eyebrow but decide to oblige her request anyways, blindly putting your jacket on. She helps you guide your arms to the holes, a little gesture that’s enough to send your heart aflutter. She interlocks her fingers with yours, and between the feeling of her fur and the cold you have to fight the urge to shudder hard. You let her guide your way, though her surprisingly quick pace throws you off for a moment. 
“Careful Ruby, these shoes are kind of worn down,” you say nervously, worried you’ll slip and break your ass on the icy ground below. “Not that they were exactly ice climbing shoes to begin with.
“Don’t worry, I’ve got you in case you fall,” she says, and despite her size you trust her words almost implicitly. “Step up onto the sidewalk in three, two, one…”
You do as she says and are relieved you don’t trip faceforward onto the pavement. As you walk, you wonder why go through all this for what’s probably a decent, but not spectacular diner. Maybe it’s special to her? Whatever the case, you hope you get there soon, you’ve been starving for what feels like half an hour. 
Who needs food when you’re holding hands with a cute girl anyway, right?
A few more minutes pass and she doesn’t say much besides telling you when to step up, down and to the side of obstacles in the way. Without much warning on her end, she comes to a stop and you bump straight into her. 
“Oops, sorry,” she says, and you nearly open your eyes to see if you’d knocked her over. “Alright, let me get out of your way and… you can take one more step forward. Count to thirty and then you can open your eyes.”
You do as she says and the step forward immediately feels like a softer surface. It’s immediately recognizable as grass, especially with how the dew soaks into your socks. As much as you want to know what’s going on, you keep playing along knowing she probably has some kind of reason for all this secrecy. 
Five… ten… fifteen… twenty… thirty.
Your eyes spring open and you’re immediately met with the sight of a beautiful lake. Not a single other soul in sight save for a few ducks milling about on the edge of it. You’d only ever come to this side of the park once or twice, and never in autumn. You never thought the complete lack of noise would enhance the experience this much, but it’s a happy surprise. It’s almost enough to make you forget the fact that you were supposed to be seeing a diner in front of you. You decide to look away from the sight and point your gaze down towards Ruby to ask her what’s going on.
“Maybe I’m just hallucinating from the hunger but-” you cut your own words short when you see she’s laid out a blanket on the grass. 
There’s a sheepish grin on her snout. “Surprise?”
You sit your butt on the blanket while your nutrient deprived brain tries to put two and two together. It takes all of two seconds to give up on that endeavor when she pulls out a few foil wrapped cylinders along with some tupperware containers from her canvas bag. She hands one to you and the smell that hits your nose immediately makes your mouth start to water. You’re so hungry you could eat it through the foil in two good bites.
“I mean, it’s the good kind of surprise,” you say as you divide your attention between her and the spread she’s slowly taking out of her bag and laying out before you. “I gotta say, I wasn’t expecting a picnic today of all days.”
“Well… I felt kinda bad that we wouldn’t be able to make it to the diner on time, so…” she trails off before pulling out two thermos from the bottom of her bag. “Figured we could still make the best of the trip. I know it’s cold out but, feels like this was better than merging into the sheets all day. Could be wrong though.”
She places a thermos in front of you first before doing the same with hers. There’s a label on the top with your name on it. In place of the dot on the I, there’s a heart.
Cute.
You smile, letting out a visible deep breath into the air as you lean into her. 
“Mm…” you say, pretending to think about it. “Yeah nah, this is way better than any old diner.”
“Well, don’t say that until you actually try the food I made,” she laughs it off, though you can tell she’s nervous about it. “You know what happened last time I decided cooking for you was a good idea.”
You grimace, briefly remembering your previous bout of food poisoning on your birthday, though you don’t let it poison what she’s doing for you now.
“You actually threw all this together while I was gone? Shit, how long was I trying to start that car for?” you laugh, hoping it puts her at ease even a little bit. “You packed a whole feast into that bag.”
“Well, it’s nothing that fancy,” she admits as she opens some of the tupperware containers. “Some grilled chicken and BLT sandwiches I made with some leftovers, potato salad, chips and some onion dip and in that thermos… some hot chocolate. Oh, and some bottled water that I brought in case you didn’t want something hot to drink.”
You smile at how thoughtful the whole arrangement is, and you lean down further to steal a quick kiss at the side of her snout. “Thanks, Ruby.”
Her tail swats your ass, though you’re not sure it’s intentional. “Thanks for being there for me yesterday, Mike. The diner was supposed to be my way of paying you back so I hope this is enough.”
“More than enough,” you say, reaching for a spoon and unceremoniously shoving some potato salad into your mouth. “Trst mwe.”
“That’s my caveman,” she says with pride. “Now fork over some of that potato salad, so I can forget about your complete lack of manners.”
“Can’t fork it over with a spoon,” you say, finally having swallowed the mouthful of food. “If you wanted me to do that I’d need a-”
“Don’t finish that thought,” she groans, putting a finger to your lips and using her other hand to point to her mouth. “Give me some instead of taking me all the way back to a grade I don’t even teach.”
You oblige her using the same utensil, figuring it can’t be much worse if you two were already swapping spit the night before. With the same greed you did she takes a bite of the food.
“Somehow tastes even better the colder it gets,” she says, reaching for a napkin in her bag and wiping her mouth with it. “Here, let me get that for you. I have an excuse with my snout at least, what’s yours?”
Before you can protest she wipes your mouth clean too, looking pleased with herself. She lets out what sounds like a sigh of relief before seeking out more of your heat. You oblige and scoot closer to her on the blanket, your hands otherwise occupied with the spread in front of you.
The two of you unwrap your sandwiches without saying a word, and you’re pleasantly surprised that they’re still pretty hot. You make quick work of it and practically scarf it down whole, the half loaf almost down to a nub at this point. Ruby’s not far behind, but she’s taking her time enjoying it while she takes in the view downhill from you. The ducks have taken notice of a potential food source and are slowly making a pilgrimage up the hill in search of your crumbs.
You take one last bite and chuck the butt of the bread in three pieces towards the mom and her horde of ducklings. A look down at Ruby shows you she’s now caught on to what you’re doing. For a moment she looks amused but even long after they’re done eating she keeps staring at the conga line of animals as they make their way back down towards the lake. There’s an intensity in her eyes you’ve seen once or twice before, and you decide to prod her a little bit.
You reach for your thermos, pouring yourself a cup of hot chocolate.
“Remind you of you and your students?” You ask before taking a small sip. ”This whole day reminds me of something, too.”
The heat immediately spreads throughout your body and loosens up your stuffy nose.
“Is it that obvious?” she chuckles a bit, only taking her eyes off the group to sneak a glance down at her own thermos. “Lot of stuff makes me think about them now. Don’t know if it’s a good or bad thing.”
She does the same and clinks the metal against yours before taking a long sip, holding it close to her snout and body with both hands.
“Lucky guess, I suppose,” you say, shrugging your shoulders at no one in particular. “I don’t think it’s a bad thing. Kind of sweet of you, if anything.”
“Wouldn’t trade the job for the world, even if the pay kind of sucks,” she sighs before blowing at her drink. “What about you? What’s it remind you of?”
“Guess it’s less about the ducks but…” you say, trying to find the right words to describe the feeling. “You ever sit around a firepit?”
“Do the artificial ones count?” she says, and a glance down reveals the kangaroo’s apologetic smile. “Always wanted to sit by a real one though. Looked fun in the movies. Even if someone always did get killed the scene after.”
You can’t help but laugh at her comment, managing to partially derail your train of thought.
“Can’t believe your parents let you watch that stuff as a kid,” you say, shaking your head. “Mom wouldn’t even let me get away with watching Scary Movie. Think she was more scared of it than I would’ve been.”
“I think she probably would’ve grounded you for life if she caught you watching the bush scene,” she giggles between sips. “Shit, even my mom would’ve had a fit.”
It takes a second for her words to register in your brain, and your drink nearly goes down the wrong pipe. “The WHAT?”
“Shit, did I just spoil it for you? I’m not telling you any more about it, we’ve got to watch it together now,” she says, bringing a hand up to cover the grin on her snout. “Can’t believe you’ve never seen the third one.”
“I haven’t seen any of them,” you admit, and that only relights the fire in the horror buff’s eyes. “I was too busy being forced to watch romcoms as a kid by my mom.”
“Must be why you’re such an unbearable flirt,” she says as she lays the side of her snout against your chest. “Not that I’m complaining. Go on though, tell me what this reminds you of. Don’t think I’ve forgotten.”
“Oh right,” you say, trying to jog your own memory. “I was just going to say it reminds me of sitting around the firepit with Dad. He used to take me camping a lot with my granddad.”
“That’s pretty cool,” she says, her fingers dancing across your jacket. “Wish my dad had interesting hobbies. He likes his boring golf way too much. Why haven’t you gone camping if you like it so much?” 
“Haven’t gone since he passed away,” you say, exhaling at the painful memory of the only time you’d ever seen your old man shed tears. “Though it’s kinda my fault for never asking. Just don’t know how to go about it without touching a sore spot.”
Ruby’s expression instantly shifts towards concern and she knowingly hugs you close to her using her tail for extra leverage. “Sorry, I didn’t know. You should go though, if not for your dad at least for your grandpa’s sake. Sure it’d mean the world to all three of you.”
“Maybe I should,” you say, mulling over how it’d go in your head. “In the winter, when we’d always go because dad was kind of a survival nut sometimes.”
Your eyes lock onto a sizable tree down the hill and you nod and point towards it. “See that oak down there? There was one two- maybe even three times the size of it at our old campsite. Used to sit underneath it and help them start the fire as best I could. I was so proud the first time I did it on my own, even got the branches and tinder myself.”
“Guess calling you my caveman was more on the money than I thought,” Ruby says, though you can tell by her lack of laughter she’s worried about coming across the wrong way. “Did you chop the wood yourself too?”




  





“God no, dad wouldn’t let me anywhere near the hand axe, much less the big one,” you smile, remembering how overprotective your dad was during your first few outings. “Grandad always let me use his leatherman to whittle stuff though. Made my own walking stick out of a big ass tree branch. Still have the damn thing at my place.”
She cocks her head against you to meet your gaze. “The stick or the knife?”
“Both,” you admit, without mentioning the fact that you keep the multitool in your car or your gym bag most of the time. “It’s like having a piece of him with me still, you know.”
“That’s sweet. You know, ya’ could always carve your names in that tree with it if you ever go back,” she suggests. “Nice way to pay tribute to the stuff they taught you.”
“I ever tell you that you always have some great ideas?” you retort before pouring yourself more hot chocolate. “If I ever go again, would you make the trip up with me? Kill two birds with one stone?”
“I was waiting for you to ask,” she says, her words almost bringing a tear to your eye. “Didn’t want to insert myself into it, feels kinda personal, you know? But I’d be happy to go.”
“I mean we’re dating now,” you say, the words still feeling unfamiliar on your tongue. “It is kind of your business too. Think it’d make me a bad boyfriend if I left you out of the rest of my life.”
She doesn’t say anything, only squeezing you tightly against her as she buries her snout into you. There’s a smile on your face, and despite the cold you wish you were wearing less layers so you could feel her embrace in full. The two of you sit that way for what feels like forever, only moving to take a sip or refill your cups. Part of you does wish she’d brought a pillow just so you can get a better view while still lying down on the blanket with her.
“Think I could lay here all day,” she finally says, breaking the silence. “What about you, you cold?”
“Laying in places all day is starting to become our specialty,” you say, zipping up your coat. “Kinda hard to be cold with two coats.”
“Boo, get some new material,” she says as she adjusts herself to touch the bottom of your chin with her snout. “There, now you’ll be even less cold.”
“I think I’m pretty content with fur as the material, actually,” you retort, gently blowing at one of her ears. “Very content.”
“Quit that,” she says, flinching away from you briefly. “It feels weird…”
“Sorry,” you say with an apologetic smile. “Fun to just watch them twitch like that. You wanna do anything else today? Not really sure what’s open in this part of town at this hour.”
“Hmm,” she says, though you’re not sure if she’s thinking or just taking comfort in the same physical contact you’ve been sharing. “You ever been to the carnival down on the boardwalk? Not sure if they’re set up already, but if they are…”
“You had me at carnival food,” you chuckle, your mind drifting to thoughts of a giant turkey leg. “Though we did kind of just eat.”
“I don’t know about you but I kind of want to see if they still have that hammer ride they had a couple years ago,” she says, and her eyes light up with joy. “Thing takes you fully upside down like fifty feet in the air. Felt like I was going to get flung into the water, and my phone nearly did.”
You’ve never been too great with heights yourself, though you don’t want to kill her fun either. “Sounds like a good way to refund the lunch we just had.”
She groans at your words. “I hate that you’re right, but… we could probably get away with it. It’s no tilt-a-whirl after all. That one will fuck you up even on a near empty stomach.”
“Couldn’t pay me to ride one of those,” you say, grimacing at the thought of a video a coworker showed you once. “Paying for someone less responsible to puke all over you and every other rider sounds like the exact opposite of a good time.”
“Rode it once, but eugh, yeah,” she shudders in your arms. “Trust me when I say vomit and fur have no business mixing. Had to watch my little sister once when she had a stomach bug, not pretty. Loooot of showers for both of us.”
“Sounds like hell,” you say, cringing at the mental image of fur matted by that. “Having siblings is more good than bad though, at least from what everyone else tells me.”
She nods before taking a final sip of her drink. “There’s a lot I’m glad my siblings were there for.”
She starts to sit up, and you already miss the close contact with her.
“So… you wanna get going then? I’ll help you with the trash, and what little is left,” she asks, and you can’t help but feel slight embarrassment at how much you scarfed down so quickly. “All the good rides close early.”
“Nothing slipping a tenner to the ride operator can’t fix,” you chuckle, sitting up and helping her collect all the trash into a separate bag. “Used to always do that for the bumper cars so we could have a deathmatch with just our group of friends.”
It doesn’t take long for you to finish cleaning up and you watch as Ruby folds up the massive blanket in seconds, somehow managing to make it fit back into her bag. On the way out of the park, you snap a few pictures as a reminder of the moment you shared together. 
“You should send me some of those,” Ruby says, standing on her tiptoes to watch you check how they turned out. “Lily loves putting nature pics up on her website.”
“She’s got a website?” you ask, raising an eyebrow. “Didn’t take her for the type I guess.”
“Yeah, it’s some kind of a cross between a blog and a music channel,” Ruby says, not sounding too sure herself. “She’s actually got a small cult following.”
The rest of the walk back to the car is uneventful and after a small prayer to cover yourself, your car starts without a hitch. Rather than use the GPS this time, Ruby insists on pointing you down the empty streets she knows like the back of her hand in the interest of saving time. With the handful of u-turns you had to make, you don’t think you saved much. You held your tongue seeing Ruby in such a good mood though, you haven’t seen her with this much energy and excitement in a while.
After nearly twenty minutes of driving around you finally arrive and find a place to park in the abnormally crowded street, throngs of people walking towards what you assume is where the carnival is. You quickly make sure you’ve got everything important on you before exiting the car, Ruby hurriedly making her way over to your side to excitedly lead you by the hand towards the bright lights off in the distance. You follow along and do your best to match her pace even though you don’t think you’re really going to beat the crowd that’s already there. You hope there’s enough time to do everything she’d like, the sky already looking like the sun is soon about to set. The smells of greasy, overindulgent carnival food fill your nostrils the closer you get.
The familiar sounds of a group of kids crowding around the strength tester brings a smile to your face. You’re tempted to give it a shot for old time’s sake but you don’t feel like waiting there with Ruby. It still feels like being a kid again with just how much choice there is around you but even above the familiar bumper cars and the plethora of vomit inducing rides something stands out.
Your old nemesis.
Those damn throwing games that used to clean your allowance out when you were young. You’d always been stubborn though, and playing catch with your old man as a kid honed your skills. And now you had a pretty great reason to win the top prize standing next to you.
“Hey Ruby,” you ask, and she stops in her tracks. “You mind if I play a couple of the games around here before we hop on a ride?”
She shakes her head a little bit before nodding. “Sure, but I can’t believe you’re gonna let these scam artists take you for all you’re worth.”
With those words, your ego continues to balloon with no end in sight, the smirk currently on your face practically impossible to wipe off. You’re getting that damn plush for her, and you’re doing it on the first try. While there’s a number of games open, including the ring toss that haunted younger you for a long time, you’ve got your sights on the milk bottle game. Like all carnival games, it seems easy on the surface but has some built in trick designed to make you lose. You watch as the other people ahead of you in line keep going for the toss on the center of the three bottles, but without fail they’d usually leave at least one of the two on the bottom standing. What the operators won’t tell you is that the bottles are bottom heavy and the balls they give you are soft and hollow. But you’d spent too many summers losing your money to them to make the same mistakes this time.
“I haven’t seen you this excited about something in a while,” Ruby chimes in from the side, nodding her snout towards the spectacle. ”Well, except maybe chest day. How do you plan on winning the prize in a way that doesn’t involve wringing that sleazeball’s neck out?” 
You decide to go all out on your encyclopedic, unfiltered repertoire of knowledge on these stupid carnival games just this once. “You see the two bottles on the bottom?”
“Yeah, what about them?” she says, looking up at you with mild amusement. “If you can distract the carny long enough, I’ll knock them over with my tail while he’s not looking.”
You laugh at her joke but then come to a sudden realization about something. “Wait, is that why they always put the bottles so far back? I always thought it was weird that they had them closer to the front in more human populated areas.”
“Shit, maybe. I never thought about it that way either,” she says before chuckling to herself. “Could be because some bigger anthros can throw pretty hard. You think I could give you a run for your money?”
“Yeah, you wish,” you say with pride booming in your voice. “There’s a reason pretty much every hall of fame baseball player was and always will be human. Nobody’s better than us at chucking things hard and fast.”
It earns you a few looks from the anthros around you and part of you feels a little bad for Ruby saying it like that to her but damn it, it’s the truth. She leans in closer to you and just grins like a maniac and you can’t help but smile back with that same energy.
“Look at you, Mr. Human Supremacist…” she says, tapping a finger to your chest and you start to sweat a little when you realize it’s loud enough for people to hear despite the noise. “For all that talk you sure don’t mind being seen with a little old anthro like me. Dating one too, how scandalous!”
Her teasing in that mock tone of voice makes your cheeks start to burn almost immediately. You’re not sure if you’re just imagining things or if the anthros all around you are staring because of your previous tirade about baseball but goddamn, do you feel put on the spot. There’s only one good way out of this, but you’ve got to act fast. In one swift motion, careful not to knock over the people around you, you lift the kangaroo vertically into your arms until she’s at eye level with you. And like any good boyfriend, you retaliate in the best way you know how.
Peppering her snout with kisses. You get a few good ones in before she starts to jokingly protest, and you have to fight not to laugh yourself with how the fine whiskers at the tip of her snout tickle you a bit. Despite her protests you don’t relent, and after a while she stops pretending, returning the cheek kisses in kind while giggling to herself. At this point you don’t care if anyone else is staring, you’re having a good time with your girlfriend, and that’s all that matters.
“Had enough, sweetpea?” you ask between your offensive waves, hoping the pet name would make her ears and tail even more twitchy. “Or am I going to have to deploy my ultimate attack?”
“God, you’re the biggest fucking dork I’ve ever met,” she laughs, putting her arms around your neck. “I’m keeping the world safe from a critical dose of it.”
“Yeah? Is that right?” you say, not wanting to relent in your verbal teasing. “Because I vaguely remember someone saying they were glad I was theirs…”
You decide to tack on one more thing. “But you know, I could’ve just been imagining that.”
“Never said that wasn’t the case,” she whispers, her ear twitching erratically again. “You really should put me down though, everyone’s staring.”
“Let them,” you say, the dormant romcom enjoying part of your brain cheering you on for coming up with something that cheesy to say. “I don’t care.”
The two of you stay in that embrace for a while, only breaking eye contact when she comes forward to steal a quick peck from your lips, the two of you sharing a satisfied smile after the fact. “Now keep telling me about carnival games, dweeb.”
You have to jog your own memory for a bit to think about what you were saying, the scent of her conditioner still lingering on your nose. “Before a certain someone interrupted me, I was going to say that they cheat by making the bottom two bottles really heavy. And the balls they give you are hollow so you need to throw, really, really hard towards the bottom ones if you even want to have a chance.”
“What about the metal plate on the bottom?” she asks, pointing towards the booth. “Couldn’t they just put in like a really weak magnet or something in the bottle?”
“I mean, I guess,” you say, wondering if any carnie has done that before. “But the whole thing is making it seem like you could do it better than the guy before you. Then people play, lose, get mad that they should be winning because it’s easy, and then keep spending trying to win.”
“Aren’t you just describing the exact same thing you’re falling for right now?” Ruby says, and you hate that she’s partially right. “I’m still rooting for you though.”
“See the difference between me and the average person is the average person gets burnt once on this kind of crap and then never does it again,” you say, more proudly than you should be. “I kept at it until I could win consistently. Just in time for the place near me to put in a rule about winning more than once a month.”
“You have to be a real devil to operate these kinds of games, huh?” she asks as she straightens out the hem of your jacket. “Makes me glad all I wanted to do as a kid was get on every ride ten times over. Probably still cheaper than playing these.”
“Probably,” you say, not wanting to dwell too long on memories of emptied piggy banks.
The line continues to get shorter, and you watch intently as men, women and children all strike out and leave empty-handed and frustrated. Eventually it’s just you, Ruby and the not-insignificant amount of people who’ve crowded around to see if it’s even possible to win.
“Looks like you’re up,” Ruby says before giving you a kiss on the cheek for good luck. “Knock ‘em dead. Or down, I don’t know.”
You put her back down gently and power walk the remaining distance to the booth, not wanting to lose your place. With all the eyes on you right now, you’d be lying if you said you didn’t feel pretty nervous. You’d talked yourself up in a pretty big way and you don’t want to come out of this looking like a fool in front of anyone else, but especially Ruby. That big plush hanging a few feet above you is coming with her tonight and you’re not leaving until it does.
“So, how many tries you want, kid? I don’t got all day,” The carnie says, not looking particularly happy to be here. “Three for ten bucks, seven for twenty.”
You briefly scowl from having your pep talk with yourself interrupted. It’s only more motivation to win.
“Give me three,” you say, confident you won’t need more than the one.
You pull out your wallet and hand over the bill, the carnie practically shoving the balls into your hands in return. He quickly sets up the bottles as he’s done thousands of times before and stands to the side. Part of you wants to “accidentally” chuck one at the smug bastard. But you focus your eyes on the prize, taking a deep breath to calm the slight nerves. You toss one of the balls up and down in your palm before gripping tightly around it. The proper stance you’d learned so many years ago comes back to you like riding a bike and you briefly glance to your side to see Ruby cheering you on with a fist in the air.
You’ve got this. You were literally made to be the best at it.
You pull your arm back and wind up the pitch before putting all your force into the throw. Part of you wonders if you imagined the air cracking you’d heard when you finally let go, and you follow the ball in the brief moments it takes to connect. There’s an audible ping when it strikes the metal bottles, and another when the top one falls. Another follows when one of the bottom ones follows and the third one starts to teeter having partially lost balance, every single part of your brain screaming for it to fall down.
‘Come on, come on,” you think to yourself as you silently curse under your breath. ‘Just a little bit more.’
It feels like an eternity waiting for it to happen, but sure enough, by some miracle it actually falls over instead of staying up. You let out a deep sigh of relief before pumping your first in the air.
“Fuck yeah!” You exclaim, dopamine flooding in like a dam bursting.
“Way to go, Michael!” Ruby says from behind you, and you’re elated to hear her joining in on the celebration. “That’s my spearchucker!”
Part of you hopes you just misheard what she said, a wave of secondhand embarrassment washing over you despite the fact that you’re now doing your best to hide the fact that the nickname made you laugh. A quick look around behind you confirms that you’d in fact heard correctly, and you see a few bystanders muttering under their breath and staring at Ruby, who presently has both hands clasped over her mouth. It takes you a second to realize your cheeks are starting to turn bright red, some part of you liking the fact that she called you hers.
Despite all this, you feel like you’re going to be riding this high for a while and the carnie, not looking super pleased despite all the people he’s probably ripped off today, approaches you again. 
“Pick a prize kid, you want the headphones or something?”
You pretend to think about it for a second just to mess with him, even though you already know exactly what you want. “Hmm… I think I’ll take the stuffed bear.”
He fetches it using a grabbing claw and starts to hand you the oversized plush toy before briefly pulling it back. You’re about to start something if he finds some reason to not pay out his end.
“Since you have two more tries, if you want to try for the bigger prizes, you can try to sink it two more times in a row,” he says, tapping the display case with electronics behind him.
Even though part of your ego wants to try you’re not gonna let him bait you into a humiliating defeat. 
“Up to you. Or you can just take the prize and toss them for fun,” he adds, pushing out the plush toy again.
You have a much better idea than that, and you take the offered prize. Without missing a beat you turn around, seek out the nearest kid in line and hand him the two balls.
“Go get ‘em, champ,” you say, patting the kid on the back.
You walk back towards Ruby, holding the plush underneath an arm. Exercising your better judgement, you move away from the still whispering people that are looking at Ruby like she just shot someone. You could’ve sworn you saw a mom cover their teenager’s ears. And maybe a few people pulling their phones out. Ruby looks even more mortified about what she said than you did, though she still has a small smile on her face even as she covers her eyes in an attempt to hide.
In an effort to both draw away attention from Ruby and impress her, you hold the plush out with both hands and thrust it forward towards her. “And, this big guy… is for you. How about it, am I still un-bear-able now?”
She rolls her eyes at the godawful joke, but still takes the teddy bear out of your hands and hugs it, burying her snout into it. 
“Yeah… but that’s exactly how I like you,” she says past the mass of soft material. “Good job, by the way. That was pretty sweet of you.”
“What, sticking it to that carnie or my sick throwing skills?” you ask, still taking a metaphorical victory lap. “Because if-”
“Swear we’re going to need a needle to de-inflate your head,” she says, laughing as she shakes her head. “I meant what you did for that kid. He looked pretty damn happy when you gave him your extra balls.”
“Just felt right I guess,” you say, trying not to let her praise inflate your ego even more. “Would’ve loved it if someone did the same when I was a kid so, might as well pay it forward now.”
“So uh, should we get out of here and do something else?” Ruby says, and you can immediately pick up on the nervous tone in her voice. “Could even try out that punch game you were eyeing earlier. That one, I could maybe actually beat you at.”
“Sure,” you say, picking her up into a bridal carry again and getting a faceful of plush in the process. “But uh, while we make our way over there, do you want to talk about my new nickname, maybe? What was it again?”
She hides her face behind the teddy bear immediately, and you laugh a bit as her twitchy ears perfectly overlay behind it. “S-stop it, you know what I said. I don’t want to repeat it in front of all these people.”
“Spear something? Spearfisher?” you say, not relenting in your pushing of her buttons. “You can whisper it if you want.”
“Fine, I called you spearchucker,” she whispers after poking her head out from one side of the bear, a small smile on her face. “Happy? Arsehole…”
“Oh come on, it was funny,” you say, grinning ear to ear at this point as you continue to make your way down the boardwalk together. “If it makes you feel any better I don’t think anyone was recording when you said it. Maybe after, though.”
“I hope you’re joking, you fuckin-” she says, burying her snout into the teddy and screaming softly into it. “I meant to say it in a good way!”
“I know Ruby. Lighten up a little,” you say, playing with her hair a bit. “If anything I saw just as many people chuckling to themselves. Pretty 50-50 stage act, if you ask me.”
“Sorry for making you look like you’re dating a crazy person,” she says rapid fire, and while you don’t know if the look on her face is genuine, it makes your heart sting all the same. “I was so happy when you won that it just kind of came out without thinking.”
“Ruby, I don’t care about that at all,” you say, chuckling as you come to a stop in a relatively secluded area. “Besides, I don’t think anyone else knew you were referring to me. They probably all already forgot about it by now anyway.”
“You were basically the only other human there, Mike,” she says, and you’re grateful she looks in better spirits already. “But… you’re right. I just hate being stared at like that by people, you know? Especially strangers being judgemental like they fuckin’ know you or something.”
“Hey, I thought the nickname was funny at least,” you laugh before setting her down again. “Is this payback for me calling you sweetpea earlier? Because if it is, I don’t mind it, it’s got a nice ring to it.”
“It’s about to be a permanent nickname if you keep this up,” she says, playfully ‘attacking’ you with the stuffed bear. “You want to do anything else before we go? Think they’ll start shuttering a lot of the rides in a bit.” 
You glance over at the machine you were eyeing earlier, but are a bit disappointed when the line is no shorter than before. You swear you recognize one of the tall figures standing around it and squint your eyes to get a better look at-
“Wait, is that Melanie over there?” Ruby interjects before you can even finish your sentence. “What’s she doing here alone?
“Guess it is,” you say, shrugging your shoulders. “Want to go over and say hi at least?”
“Yeah,” Ruby says, nodding fervently. “She’s nice, so stay on your best behavior.”
“I should be the one saying that considering what you ca-” you start to speak but the words die in your throat when she looks up and stares daggers at you.
The two of you quickly make your way over and upon further inspection, you realize that she wasn’t here alone, it’s just that her sizable figure managed to hide Kevin until you were basically on top of them. Before you even have a chance to bring your hand up to wave, Melanie takes notice of Ruby and brings her into a big bear (dog?) hug.
“Hi!” she says with an enthusiasm and excitement unmatched. “It’s so nice to run into you two lovers here! I haven’t seen ‘yall in so long.”
You don’t want to be the mood killer and tell her it hasn’t been that long, especially not with the way Kevin is smiling right now. He shoots you a knowing look before nodding towards Ruby and flashing you a smirk.
“Nice to see you guys, too,” you say before bringing Kevin into a bro hug and giving him a pat on the back. “Surprised though, don’t you still live on the other side of town?”
“Yeah, but…” he says sheepishly, rubbing at the back of his neck. “Stayed the night at Melanie’s place and so here we are. She told me I had to see this place in the winter. So far, not bad. You try the deep fried Oreos on a stick yet?”
“They actually sell those here? Thought you could only find that stuff at the state fair,” you laugh, shaking your head a bit. “But nah, me and Ruby ate before coming this way. Had a little picnic at the park closeby.”
“Aw, that’s damn adorable,” Melanie says, letting go slightly of her grip on Ruby. “We should do that one of these days too, hun. Sounds like a good time.”
“Hard to beat laying on a blanket cuddled up with your sweetpea,” you say, staring directly at Ruby by the time the last word leaves your lips. “She makes a mean sandwich.”
Ruby looks mortified at what you just said, and you definitely heard Kevin stifle a chuckle, but there’s no phasing someone as sweet as Melanie with something like that. Pet names are bread and butter to a girl like her.
“Look at you being a sweetheart,” she says, briefly pulling you into an unexpected hug. “You two finally datin’? About damn time. I know you two would be good together from the moment I met ‘cha.”
“Thanks, Mel,” you manage to get out as you’re being squeezed by eight feet of dog woman. “Glad Kevin has someone like you to keep him out of trouble, too.”
“Oh, I still get into plenty of trouble,” he says without missing a beat. “Just not the kind I did before.”
She lets go of you and the pair laugh almost in unison at his words. “He’s just a big ol kidder, this one. Where’d you get that teddy bear from by the way, Ruby? Gift shop? Thing’s as cute as a button.” 
 
“Mike here won it for me at one of the carnival games,” she explains proudly. “Cleared the milk bottle game on the first throw.”
Her retelling of your earlier accomplishment makes you beam with equal amounts of pride.
“Just makes it even cuter,” Melanie smiles, bending over a bit to inspect the toy. “You wanna try and win one for me too, Kevin?”
“Only if Mike here is going to give me a crash course on how to win,” he says, wrapping an arm around you. “I’ve never been that great at throwing stuff.”
“If you’d caught me over there instead, you could’ve had my extra shots at one,” you say, matching Kevin in putting an arm around him. “Really it’s not that hard, just chuck really hard towards the middle of the bottom two.”
“Don’t let him downplay it, I watched like ten other people strike out before he nailed it,” Ruby says while holding onto her prize tightly. “It’s harder than it looks.”
“Oh, I’m used to him doing that already,” Kevin chuckles while patting you on the back. “Work with this guy long enough and you’ll see why he’s been there the longest. Guy does the job of two people without breaking a sweat.” 
Part of you is embarrassed that you’ve been stuck in a dead end job for that long, but you smile at the thoughtful words from your friend. “Only because I’ve got you to help out with the shit I really don’t want to do.”
“I’m glad you two have each other to stay sane,” Ruby says, chuckling at your exchange. “Reminds me of when I used to work retail.”
“We were just on our way out,” Melanie says, thankfully changing the subject from your crappy job. “Don’t suppose you guys want to tag along? We were going to go to a nice hole in the wall bar not too far away. They’ve got pool and darts there, too.”
The thought of drinking with Ruby and your friends to cap off the day seems like a fine enough idea, though you discreetly glance over at your girlfriend to see what she thinks of the proposition. Especially seeing as she wanted to get on a few of the rides before your little detour.
To your surprise, you don't find the slightest hint of discomfort in her face. No nervous smile, twitchy ear or tail. If anything, she’s in the same cheery mood that she’s been in since the moment she woke up today. It's contagious, and you find yourself just as cheery from watching her.
“Sure, sounds like fun,” Ruby says, looking up at Melanie. “This place is kind of crowded today. Don’t feel like waiting in line for half an hour to ride the hammer.”
“Looks like it’s settled then,” Melanie replies, the delight visible in her features. “Unless you don’t feel up to it, Mike?”
Ruby looks between you and Melanie while slightly biting her lower lip, as if she’s sorry she even got you into this situation in the first place.
“Nah, I could go for a drink too,” you say, also having to look up at the dog woman as you tell your little white lie. “Might as well catch up, get a couple games of pool in where I can get schooled by this guy.”
From the look Ruby is giving you now, you can tell she’s concerned that you agreed to have a drink again.
“Hey, if God didn’t want me to be so good at pool he never wouldn’t put me in the path of that table at the rec center as a bored teenager,” he says with pride, reminding you of the spiel you’d given Ruby earlier. “Nothing like practice against the master to improve your own game.”
“Fair enough,” you reply before giving everyone else in the group a glance. “So, we all ready to go then? Are we walking or driving there?”
“Might as well walk while it’s nice out,” Melanie says, and everyone else chimes in to agree. “If you guys are close by we can always split a cab later.”
You appreciate the fact that she still has the sense to call it a cab and not whatever the newest ride-sharing app is. Before long, you guys make your way back towards the entrance and onto the still bustling streets. The further away you get from the boardwalk though, the crowds of people become more sparse before practically disappearing altogether. Not to say you're not still in the nice part of town, but you definitely notice how every street looks a little less clean as you begin to approach the destination. You’re not one to turn your nose up at the roads less traveled, but even Ruby picks up on this and holds your hand a little tighter every so often.
Cute. 
Thankfully, there’s no danger to be found here. You’ve seen and been in much worse places, and unfortunately, much grodier looking bars than this one when you were in college. This one looks downright nice by comparison, despite the degraded posters and faded advertisements for their happy hour plastered on the inside of the window. At the price they were advertising for a beer, you sure as hell weren’t going to complain. The two of you follow suit as Melanie and Kelvin step inside the establishment. A glance around tells you your suspicions were correct. A dive bar, but far from the bottom rung. In your experience, if most of the lights are still working and the bartender doesn’t look like they’re one bad drink order from climbing over the bar, you’re in good hands. Everyone sitting at the bar looks like they’re having a good time. Maybe too good a time, but who are you to judge if you’re in the same place, right?
Melanie beckons you both over from a distance towards one of the booths and the four of you quickly take your seats across from one another. Before you can even open your mouth to make conversation again, someone’s arrived to ask what you’ll be drinking. Not the kind of service you were expecting, but a welcome surprise. When you accepted their offer to come out, you thought you’d just take the cowards route and have a non-alcoholic beer but after last night and today, part of you feels like you’ve earned a small celebration.
“I’ll take a Heineken, thanks,” you say, before leaning back against the booth’s cushions a bit and letting out a long sigh of relief. “And a cold mug, if you have it.”
Ruby gives you yet another knowing, but concerned look at the fact that you’re partaking, but she doesn’t protest, trusting you to make the right decision.
The waitress switches her attention to Ruby and while you’re also concerned about her drinking again, you’re not going to bring up what happened last time in polite company either, regardless of whether they were present or not.
“Hmm…” she says, tapping her claws on the wooden table as she thinks. “Think I’ll just do a long island iced tea.”
The choice of drink and its strength is a little concerning, but you quickly remember Ruby’s tolerance is through the roof. 
Melanie orders a whiskey neat and Kevin settles for what they have on tap. You eye the pool table from a distance and also what looks like a coin operated jukebox in the corner. You think after a few drinks, Ruby’s going to have to fight to keep you away from that thing, and then you see it in a barely lit corner of the room closer to the bathroom than where anyone would be. A strength tester, almost exactly like the one you’d seen at the boardwalk not too long ago. It’s a little more dated, sure, but you bet it still works fine despite the worn down lettering and colors on the exterior. Probably doesn’t cost an arm and a leg to play like the one set up right at the entrance of the carnival, too.
You don’t think Ruby’s noticed it exists yet or the two of you would already be over there taking turns playing it. You’ll save it as a surprise for later, figuring it’d probably be more when you’re both rocking a slight buzz. She’s instead seemingly engrossed watching the MMA playing on the small TV hanging over the bar. It’s not the most boring thing to watch, you'll admit, especially when you don’t have to pay some overpriced pay-per-view or hunt down the rare pirated stream that doesn’t have the absolute worst quality in the world.
“Oh, bullshit!” she exclaims before covering her mouth. “Sorry. Kicking like that when you’re down just shouldn’t be allowed.”
Swears always do sound so much better coming out of her mouth, maybe it’s just her accent. The rest of the table doesn’t say much about her outburst, Kevin far too busy sinking into his girlfriend’s side with a look of bliss on his face. It doesn’t take long for all of you to get your drinks, the waitress expertly carrying all four drinks and a mug on a tray.
“Could we get an order of wings and some nachos too?” Melanie asks, and part of you wonders if that’s all for her. “If it ain’t too much trouble.”
It’s a fair thing to wonder, someone that big surely has to eat more to keep at a healthy weight. The waitress doesn’t look too happy about having to ring in food, but she writes it down in her small pad anyway.
“Sure,” she says with that customer-facing smile on her face. “It’ll be out in about twenty, if that’s alright.”
“Take your time, sweetie,” Melanie replies with a smile on her face. “We’re in no rush.”
The waitress looks a little bit more relieved to be waiting a patient set of people for once, and there’s a hint of a genuine smile before she turns to leave again, leaving you to try to make interesting small talk again. You take a long sip from your cold mug and sigh, the drink hitting the spot after years of abstaining from alcohol. Part of you feels guilty for partaking, but you know you can control yourself now. Ruby puts her hand in yours and squeezes tight as if to show support, but you suspect it represents much more than that. It’s her way of telling you she’s there for you, with you, without so much as speaking a word. It reinforces your belief that everything will be fine tonight, and forever even if you enjoy a singular, measly drink. You’re not like some of the others in your family, you’re your own man and you’ve proven that you have the self control to enjoy this in moderation. 
Kevin, and likely by extension, Melanie, know that you used to be a party animal but you never really bothered to share the less pretty details that came with that life. Part of you doesn’t know why you trusted Ruby with that as early on as you did, but it just felt right. It felt nice to have someone so close to you not judge you for making a choice like this. You smile at nobody in particular as you squeeze Ruby’s hand to show you’re here for her in the same way, and she comes to rest her head against your shoulder. It’s funny seeing the couple across the table doing the same exact thing, but with the roles reversed. 
“So…” Melanie starts, breaking the awkward silence that had been hanging in the air for a few minutes. “Kevin might’ve told me you guys started officially dating not too long ago. Good for you guys! Hope you haven’t minded the looks people sometimes will give ‘ya.”
You wish you didn’t know what she meant by that, but you’re painfully aware of it. You’re pretty sure Ruby is even more prone to overthinking that kind of thing than you are, but you personally don’t mind it. Hell, Ruby called you that nickname earlier and it barely even phased you.
“Doesn’t bother me a bit,” you answer with confidence, squeezing down once more on Ruby’s hand under the table. “If anything they’re just jealous of me and my sweetpea. Isn’t that right, Ruby?”
Melanie is grinning ear to ear at the mention of the pet name, though Ruby doesn’t exactly look as thrilled. She groans and rolls her eyes slightly before settling on a small smile, one that looks like she’s debating on pulling out the pet name she coined earlier as payback.
“You two are so sweet,” she says, stirring the ice cubes in her drink with a claw. “Moment I ‘metcha, I knew you two would end up together somehow.”
“I hate to say it,” Kevin finally chimes in, having come out of his fluff induced stupor. “But she’s usually right about these things.”
“I’m glad you were right about us,” you say, pulling up your interconnected hands from beneath the table. “Happiest I’ve been in a long time.”
Ruby smiles, though she looks like she’s almost on the verge of tears. Happy tears, unlike the ones from your previous double date.
“I’m just glad I decided to get some ice cream that day,” Ruby says, chiming in with her equally sappy words. “Might’ve never run into this dork outside of the gym.”
While you want to object, you’ve always strived to keep to yourself and focus on your workout at the gym. 
“If I’d gone through with my idea to get a home gym a year ago, I definitely would’ve never ran into you,” you chuckle before taking another sip from your mug. “Kinda glad I was too broke to go through with it.”
“Seriously, you two lovebirds are going to make my heart explode,” Melanie says as she briefly glances over at her own boyfriend. “Ooh, we should take a picture together, so we can look back and remember this.”
You’ve never had the best smile for pictures in your own eyes, no matter how much other people insist it’s the exact opposite of that. Despite that, you can’t help but go along with Melanie’s downright contagious enthusiasm for, well… just about everything. The four of you pose for the photo and with her long arms, it’s a cinch for Melanie to figure out the best angle to take the picture.
“Let me just…” The dog woman says as she tries and fails miserably to quickly fiddle with her phone, her large paws getting in the way. “There! I sent it to Kevin so he can send it to you and then you can send it to Ruby.”
All of you have your phones out now making you look like the most antisocial table to ever exist as you exchange photos and contact info for good measure. As the minutes pass and your beer starts to dwindle, you’re still feeling good about your choice to imbibe again. You’re not sure if it’s the alcohol or the fact that everything else tonight had gone off without much of a hitch, but you’re less worried about Ruby going over the top with the alcohol too. The appetizers arrive not long after, and you have to admit that despite the fact that you’d already eaten, it looks good. Kevin seems to take notice and offers you some, but you decline.
“I’m going to stretch my legs a sec, maybe see what they’ve got on the jukebox,” you say, hoping you can find something you’d like. “You wanna come with, Ruby?”
She nods fervently, still sipping at her massive drink through a straw. “Just so I can protect everyone else from your taste in music.”
She slides over in the booth and stands up, bringing her drink with her.
“You’ve barely even heard the kind of music I like,” you protest as you follow her lead. “If anything, I should be saying the same to you.”
“You know what they say, music is a reflection of you,” she says, looking up and poking a finger into your chest smugly. “And you’re a huuuge fuckin’ dork.”
“Not fair,” you say, following her as she saunters towards the jukebox. “And again, I could say the same!”
You’re more than pleasantly surprised by the selection on the jukebox and you decide to go with a classic. The second you pick the selection there’s a huge smirk on her face.
“You’re telling me ‘losing my religion’ was really your first choice out of all of these?” she asks, before taking yet another long sip of her drink. “Or are you just afraid to scare me off?”
“What’s wrong with it? Maybe it’s a little too common a song choice, but they’re a great band,” you say, defending your excellent taste in music. “Plus a lot of the people in here were probably alive when this came out.”
“Oh yeah?” She asks, poking an accusatory finger to your chest. “Name one other song by them.”
“Easy,” you say with a grin on your face. “It’s The End Of The World As We Know it. The best song in Chicken Little. Actually, shit, do they have that one in here? Would’ve rather picked that instead. ”
“Don’t think I ever watched that one, but I’ll take your word for it,” she says as the song finally starts to play. “Last time I listened to this song was when I was like ten. My mom was obsessed with it.”
You can’t help but start to move along with the song. “Hey, mine too. Think I could sing most hits from the 70’s and 80’s off the top of my head alone.”
You notice her tail joining you in swaying from side to side, matching the rhythm of the song.
“So much for hating the song,” you smirk, nodding towards her tail before taking another swig of your beer and setting it down again. “Looks like there’s at least one fan of it in the crowd.”
She doesn’t get it for a second but then looks to her right and grabs the tip of her tail with a hand. “You know damn well this wretched thing has a mind of its own sometimes.”
“Well, I’m glad at least one of you has good taste,” you say, extending a hand out towards Ruby. “May I have this dance?”
She pretends to hesitate but ultimately offers you her furred, clawed hand. You’re not the worst dancer but far from the best, so you just move in whatever ways feel right according to the beat. You sing along while you move in tandem with Ruby, one of your hands firmly against the crook of her back. While your goal is partially to embarrass her, she’s surprisingly good at following your lead, though her digitigrade legs are a bit of an obstacle when it comes to syncing up your footwork with hers. It’s been a while since you danced with anyone, and even with all the potential prying eyes all around you, it seems neither of you care much about being potentially judged.
“You’re better than I thought,” Ruby says as you twirl her around. “Though I’m pretty sure this isn’t how you dance to this kind of song.”
“Who says I’m not just inventing the new wave of dance?” You say as you pull her tightly against you when she’s facing you again. “Next thing you know this little number is going to be in the next Dance Dance Revolution.”
“No wonder I haven’t seen one of those machines in years,” she says, and you remember what you wanted to do with her earlier. “Then again, I haven’t been to an arcade in just as long.”
“Speaking of machines,” you say, twirling her to face away as the song starts to finally wind down. “You see what’s in the corner over there?”
She doesn’t even respond, almost not even giving you time to grab your beer as she leads you away towards it. A quick glance over the machine tells you that your intuition about the price was correct, at fifty cents a punch it was damn cheap compared to the ones you’d see everywhere else. You could easily see yourself sinking ten bucks into it, and the look on Ruby’s face tells you she’d be spending at least double that. 
“Here, let me get some change,” you say as you pull your wallet out, plucking a ten dollar bill from it as you walk two steps towards the conveniently placed machine. “We’re gonna be here a while, I think.”
Before you can slip it in, she puts her hand over the hole. “Not so fast, bucko. I’m paying. I don’t wanna hear any if, and’s or buts about it.”
“You made lunch for us, let me pick this up,” you say as you playfully push the bill into her hand. “It’s the least I can do.”
She nods towards the table, and you can see Kevin and Melanie having a good time still, being third wheeled by Ruby’s stuffed toy. “Yeah, but you won me that, so I owe you.”
While she makes a fair point, you still would rather cover it yourself. Even though your job is pretty crappy, you still think you make more than a grade school teacher. In the interest of saving time though, you let her think she’s won the battle and put your bill back into the wallet before safely tucking it back into a pocket. You’ll win the war later when she’s too buzzed to notice you paying for something else. She puts a few bills into the machine and you’re instantly treated to the oddly satisfying noise of coins slamming into the metal tray.
“Alright, fine,” you say, raising your hand up in defeat. “But if we run out of quarters I’ve definitely got next.”
“Deal,” she says, finishing off her drink before flagging down the waitress for another. “God, these are good.”
You decide to follow her lead and finish off the other half of your beer in one go. It tastes good, but it reminds you of how awful an idea slamming beers tends to be. The optimistic part of you hopes it’s not a return to a chapter of your life that you hope remains closed. Ruby starts to feed a few bucks in quarters into the machine and the small punching bag drops down from its groove in the machine.
“Do you really have to do that?” you chuckle, amused by the fact that she’s doing her usual boxing warm-up routine for something like this. “Not really fair, is it?”
She seems a bit embarrassed by your joke, though she continues with her routine all the same. “Nothing’s stopping you from joining me, I taught it to ya’, didn’t I?”
Before you can fire off a quick retort the girl from earlier nearly jumpscares you.
“More of the same for both of you?” she asks, taking your empty bottle and mug while she waits for an answer. “And if you’re using the change machine, you might want to use smaller bills. Hasn’t been filled in a while and none of the employees here have the key to get it back.”
“Could you get me some salted peanuts, too, please?” you ask, wanting something to go with your beers. “And thanks, we’ll keep that in mind.”
“No worries hun, I’ll be right out with your drinks and those peanuts,” she says, spinning on her heel with all the grace of a ballerina. “Back in a sec.”
You turn your attention back to Ruby, who’s still stretching in place like she’s about to run a hundred meter dash. While you don’t think you need it, you decide to do something similar, stretching your arms and neck in preparation to break the current record on the machine. Nine hundred and fifty, belonging to one ‘ICWNR’.
A man after your own heart.
It’s been so long since you played one of these that you don’t even remember what the trick is to get a better score. You’re going into this one raw and blind, much the same approach you have for a lot of other things. For a brief moment you entertain the idea of pulling your punch so as to not ruin Ruby’s good mood but you immediately think better of it. It’s a shitty thing to do and from prior playful hits you’ve had the pleasure of tanking, you know she’s packing a surprisingly strong punch in her small frame. You know she probably wouldn’t do it either, but you know the thought of sandbagging had to have at least also crossed her mind, even if for just a second.
She’s too focused on what she’s doing to even turn around, the music blaring from the tinny speakers serving as white noise to drown everything else in the bar out a bit. Once she’s finally done stretching, she feels out the bag by touching her closed fist to it before pulling back and doing it all over again.
“So what’s the verdict?” you ask, finally breaking the relative silence between the two of you. “Is it a punching bag? Or some kind of alien lifeform?”
She glances up and to her side to meet your gaze, a huge smile on her face. “I’m already looking at the only alien lifeform in this bar.”
“You gotta admit, I do a pretty good human impression for a changeling, no?” You ask, hoping you’ll somehow bait her into a tangent about her favorite movie. “Got you to fall for it, at least.”
“Trying to break my focus isn’t going to help, you know,” she says, blowing a raspberry at you before turning back towards the bag. “It’s just going to make it even more fun when I win.”
“Ooh, do I get to make up a fun name like the one you gave me at the carnival?” you ask, prodding at her as you place a hand on the top of the machine. “What could you say about a kangaroo like that?”
“I’m sure you’ll think of something, you big dork,” she says, though her soft tone of voice betrays her words. “That’s your specialty.”
You take the compliment as it comes, and so as to not further interrupt her flow, you silently mouth a thanks when the waitress comes back and sets down your order on a nearby table. Is this what you looked like earlier when you were playing that carnival game? Her tail and ears are ramrod still for what feels like the first time today, her eyes narrowing as she puts laser focus on the center of the bag. Her stance is thankfully not too limited in range of motion by her choice of outfit, and you wonder if that mobility is why she wears stuff like this on your dates.
She touches her fist to the bag again and pulls back, your eyes drifting over to your drink as she continues to tes-
You hear a loud thwack and then a bang as the bag roughly crashes back into its housing in the ceiling of the machine. The counter on the display starts to rise, slowly at first but speeding up as time goes on. It blows through the first few hundreds, and both you and Ruby hold out and shake a closed fist at the machine as it continues to measure the force of the impact. Six hundred, seven hundred, eight hundred are all reached before it feels like it starts to slow down. You’re rooting for her to break the record on the first attempt, though it’s looking close. It eventually gets past the nine hundred mark but starts to slow down around the thirties. Ruby doesn’t exactly have the large crowd you had watching at the carnival, so you decide to play the role.
“Come on, come on, come on,” you say as you continue shaking your fist towards the machine. “Just a little bit more…”
Your stomach sinks a bit when it slows down around nine hundred and forty, and at the same time, you have no idea why you’re so invested in the outcome. Is it really just because it’s Ruby? Now you understand even more clearly why she blurted that out earlier when you won. Just when it looks like it’s about to come to a stop, it keeps going for a few more numbers, putting her just over the edge of breaking the record. 
“Hell yeah!” you exclaim, your outburst as you bring her into a tight hug likely earning you some looks from the patrons seated at the bar. “That’s my pouch-having punch princess right there!”
The words make you grimace internally but it’s worth every second of seeing her face contort into a grimace as she continues to hug you. Time almost feels like it slows down just to let you better take advantage of your revenge for earlier. While the audience is not as large, you’re sure at the very least Melanie or some of the other patrons heard you. A quick look over to your table confirms it to be the case, as she turns around to not give the impression that she was watching you guys from the moment you left. 
You do notice one of the people seated at the bar is staring you down with a scowl on their face and you do your best to mean mug them back. What the hell is his deal, anyway? Is it a crime to have fun at a bar? You realize he’d have to go out of his way to listen in given the TV screen inches away from his face. Despite your best efforts, Ruby seems to quickly take notice of your staring contest.
She reaches up to touch your chin and tilt your head down and away from the killjoy of an anthro, your gaze lining up with hers.
“Hey, look at me, Mike,” she says, and you feel bad that the smile that was on her face just moments ago is almost entirely gone. “Whatever you think you have to prove, to yourself or that guy over there? You don’t have to do it at all. It’s not even worth it.”
You know she’s right, but you hate letting people like that get their way.
“We’re going to leave later and probably never going to see that guy ever again,” she says, and you can feel the sincerity in her tone of voice. “We’re having a good time and even if they try to do something? I’ve got your back, Michael.”
Her conviction brings a big smile to your face and to drive home to Ruby that you’re going to be the bigger man, you briefly turn your head towards the anthro and instead of mean mugging him again you just summon the biggest smug smirk you can manage. 
You don’t hold it for long before you turn back to Ruby and lean down to give her a long kiss on the lips. 
Not exactly how you imagined your first kiss on the lips with her in public would be, but you can’t think of a better way for it to have gone. There’s a faint taste of something there, and you immediately identify it as bubblegum chapstick. No anthro you’ve seen has lips the same way humans do, so she definitely went out of her way to put this on the front of her snout. Was she really looking that forward to you doing something like this? 
Entertaining the thought only makes you want to deepen the kiss with her, and with the way you feel her arm wraps around the back of your neck, Ruby definitely feels the same way about it. You don’t want it to end, but as much as you’d like for things to go further like last night, this isn’t the place for it. Someone whistling in the distance brings you out of your affection-induced stupor and you reluctantly part lips with her. Her eyes are still closed when you pull away, and you smile when you see that she’s on the tips of her digitigrade feet in order to reach your lips in this position.
You look to the source of that whistling and aren’t surprised to find it’s Kevin finding a way to embarrass you from the booth. Melanie also has her head turned and this time instead of playing it off she waves with an apologetic smile before inaudibly clapping her hands together. You’re glad one of your best friends is this supportive of your newfound happiness and relationship in Ruby. In an equally embarrassing gesture, you decide to do an over the top, mocking bow before returning to your upright stance. After shaking your head in mock disapproval, you turn your attention back to Ruby who’s still seemingly recovering from the apparent shock of being suddenly kissed in public.
“Earth to Ruby?” you ask with a big smirk on your features. “The software update’s done, you can go ahead and reboot now.”
She gently shakes her head and blinks a few times before tilting her head up to meet your gaze, no longer standing on her tippy toes. “Sorry, that’s just… really new to me still. Going to take a few more times before I get used to it.”
“That could be arranged,” you chuckle to yourself, feeling good about the effect you have on her. “Definitely won’t hear me complaining about it, that’s for sure.”
“You’re such a smug little bastard sometimes, you know that?” She asks, crossing her arms and turning around with a hmph. “But… that is a pretty good prize for cracking the high score.”
“Oh, trust me, I know exactly what I am,” you say, before stepping up in front of the machine. “The second part of your prize is getting to watch me try and beat your score now.”
“Absolutely shameless,” she says, giggling to herself a bit. “But what else would you expect from the guy who kisses girls right in front of their stuffed animals, right?”
It takes you a second to get what she’s saying, and you take a brief, shameful glance back towards the table to see the stuffed teddy’s dot eyes coldly staring at you. You look back to Ruby, unable to look her into the eyes as your face starts to burn bright red.
“I- look- that’s not… fair, come on,” you almost stammer, having finally gotten a taste of your own medicine. “I forgot he was there!”
She’s having way too much fun with this if the look on her face is anything to go by, Ruby slowly creeping closer. Before continuing, you watch as she gets on her tiptoes again and leans in close to your ear.
“Well, there’s something you could do to make up for it,” she says in an almost sing-songy tone. “Any guesses on what it is?”
“I have no clue, but I suspect you’re going to tell me anyway,” you say, hopefully not loudly enough for anyone else to hear. “The shoe being on the other foot is awful. Not a good fit for me.”
She giggles again at your joke, and while she’s normally quick to laugh at your antics you suspect the two long island iced teas are playing a pivotal role here. “Now you know what it’s like to be me, eh? Being on the receiving end of a goober’s endless onslaught.”
“See to me, that’s just a big old compliment,” you say, the rush of blood to your upper extremities finally subsiding. “So what’s my punishment for such a horrible crime?”
Her smile grows even wider, and you take that as a sign of something to come. “Well for starters, you could apologize to Sherlock Combs for stealing his innocence like that.”
You can’t help but burst into laughter, though you’re quick to raise a closed fist to your mouth so as to not attract roaming eyes. “Did you just come up with that one yourself? It’s pretty good. Also makes you a damn hypocrite for calling me a goober.”
“You’re not the only one who gets to make bad puns all the time,” she says, leaning in even closer. “And on top of that apology you could maybe… give me another kiss later. Once we’re home.”
You were expecting something else, though you’re not exactly surprised given her earlier reaction to your sudden affection. “Like I said before, that could be arranged.” 
“Good,” she whispers before going back to her normal stance. “All is forgiven then. Now punch the daylights out of that bag. Unless you’re going to chicken out.”
“Me? Give up?” you ask, raising a hand and placing it on your chest in mock offense. “Don’t know the meaning of it.”
“That’s what I like to hear,” she says before lightly slapping you on the ass. “Go for that nine hundred and ninety nine score, yeah?”
You take a second to process what she’d just done before briefly stretching again as you prepare to square up with the machine. After your brief preparations you smash the button at eye level with your first to drop the bag before getting into a stance that offsets the center of your body to the left slightly. Most would frown upon using your entire two hundred and odd pounds of body weight to get a better score at this, but if she wanted to see that top score, you were going to do whatever it takes to make it happen. 
You pull your arm backwards as far as you can before letting your entire body uncoil forwards like a spring suddenly freed from its housing. That very same feeling of anticipation wells up as you watch the numbers climb once again, blowing through the low and mid hundreds but slowing as it starts to climb higher and higher. Even though there’s nothing really on the line besides maybe a bout of cheering and calls for celebration from the pint-sized kangaroo at your side, you still badly want to at least get into the nine hundreds, putting your initials firmly in place below Ruby’s.
A long sigh of relief leaves you when it finally crosses that threshold but by the looks of how much quicker it’s started to slow down, you’re definitely not taking home that top spot on the first attempt. It comes to a stop at nine hundred and twenty six which by any means, is still a strong showing of strength when it comes to these stupid things.
Ruby’s quick to comfort you after the fact, hugging you from behind. “Honestly for someone who doesn’t box, that’s damn good, Mike.”
“You think so or are you just trying to patch up my bruised ego?” you ask, half jokingly and half serious. “Trust me, you don’t have to sugarcoat it.”
“I’m serious,” she says, and you can feel her snout creep around the side of your midsection. “With a little technique and some proper training from someone like me, you could probably go pretty far. Here, I’ll show you a quick way to squeeze a few more points out.”
Part of you just wants to walk away on a relatively high note, but you have to admit you’re curious about the ways in which you could possibly improve on throwing your body weight at the problem.
“Alright, show me,” you say, and the way her eyes light up at the thought of being able to coach someone else alone is worth it. “Doesn’t help that I’m this tall.”
“Maybe the only place where that’s a disadvantage,” she laughs before taking the final sip of her oversized drink. “I put like five bucks in quarters into it, so we have more than enough practice tries. Don’t throw yourself at the machine so hard. Just like your little bottle game, there’s some tricks to it.”
You’ve rarely ever seen her so loosened up and you’re not sure if it’s because she’s passionate about boxing or because she’s had enough alcohol in a short span to knock out your average person. Either way, it’s a side of her you’re glad to keep getting glimpses of.
“Like what?” you ask, slapping the button to deploy the bag again. “Isn’t this thing supposed to be a test of strength or something? I guess if it shows up at a carnival it’s not really made to be fair.”

“Strength but also speed,” she says, tapping a clawed finger against the bag. “You’re hesitating because of the technique you’re using. You’re holding yourself back because you’re afraid of tripping into the machine and tipping it over.”
You’re surprised she can tell all that from a punch that barely even lasted a second. She’s surprisingly good at reading body language when the stakes are low, though you suppose that’s not exactly fair to her to say. Just like you were never too sure when you were first getting to know her what exactly her tail and ears were trying to express, you’re sure part of the process is similar for her.
“I mean you’re right but, what am I supposed to change then?” you ask, though you have a decent guess of what she’s going to say. “That’s how my high school friends taught me to do it.”
“Well, it’s never too late to unlearn bad habits,” she says, grabbing your arm by the bicep from below and moving it into place. “Just try using only your arm, shoulder and the rotation of the windup. But keep your feet in place, yeah?”
Reluctantly, you prepare to do as she says, feeling a weird sense of unease as you try to break a habit that's been long ingrained into you. You wind up again and focus on putting as much strength as you can muster into your punch and nothing else. Your impatience begins to mount again as you watch the score fall short of your last attempt, but this time it feels more like you earned it versus trying to cheat it. It makes you respect Ruby’s technique and her strength that much more. 
“Good shit!” she says, and it makes your heart swell up to hear her profanity-laced words of encouragement. “See, what’d I tell you? I knew you could do it better the right way.”

“Yeah…” you say, rubbing the back of your neck a bit. “My score’s still falling short though. I think you’re right about me hesitating, but it’s because I don’t want to break my hand punching through the bag and into the machine.”
“Well, just keep doing it and eventually you’ll realize it’s a silly thing to worry about,” she says, a small smile forming on her face. “I mean, you taught me that.”
It takes you a second to understand what she means but you meet her gaze and smile in return before squaring up for another attempt. This time you take a deep breath and try to cast aside that fear and just focus on hitting the bag. You close your eyes for a moment after throwing it and are pleasantly surprised that you outdid your previous ‘attempt’ by a couple points. Ruby looks almost as pleased as you do.
“Good job,” she says, playfully elbowing you in the side. “Maybe if we ever come back we can face off for the title. After I drag your sorry ass to a boxing gym for more practice.”
You playfully return the same elbow to the side as you reach for the last of your beer. “You mean that?”

“About facing you off for the title?” she asks, tilting her head up at you. “You know I love compe-”
“No, I mean about going to a boxing gym with you,” you interject, hoping she’s serious about the offer. “I’d love to go.”
“Why wouldn’t I mean it, dork?” she asks, leaning against the side of the machine. “I talked about it before but I figured I might scare you off by asking you to spar with me. Sometimes I get a little too carried away, and let’s leave it at that.”
“Could say we already did some sparring last night,” you say, instantly getting the reaction you’ve come to expect from her ears and tails. “What’s a little more going to hurt me?”
She doesn’t look away, instead pointing those piercing amber eyes at you. “Famous last words, Mikey. We should head back to the table though, before Kevin and Melanie devour all the wings. I could use another drink, too.”
You want to ask what she means by that first bit, but you’re not sure she’d tell you. “Those two are probably having a good time without us anyway.”
The two of you return to the table, empty drinks in hand. You slide into the booth and Ruby follows, grabbing a wing from the plate on the way in. You instead reach for the almost untouched plate of onion rings that’s been neglected by Kevin in favor of having his eyes roll into the back of his head from the clawed scalp massage he’s currently receiving from his girlfriend.
“Oh man…” Kevin says, his tongue damn near lolling out like a dog on a hot day. “You’ve got to try this man, it feels so nice with the claws.”
“He’s right, you’re missing out, hun,” Melanie says with a sweet smile on her face. “Both of you, really. It’s fun to play with his hair like this.”
You look over at Ruby and plead silently to see what she thinks of the idea.
“When we get home,” she says, the smug look on her face telling you a lot about what she has in store for you later. “Promise.”
“Hold you to it,” you say, smiling as you hold a pinky out to her. “Even though I know you’re more than good for it.”
“You two are so damn cute,” Melanie says from across the table before using one of her oversized paws to flag the waitress down again. “Sorry for being a bit of a peeping sally earlier, I’m just happy to see you guys happy.”
“Thanks, Melanie,” you and Ruby both say practically in unison.
There’s a pause for the embarrassment to wash over the both of you before you make eye contact and share a small laugh together. Once it subsides you think about something they’d mentioned on the way to the bar.
“Do you guys still feel like playing a game of pool?” you ask, kind of eager to play the game for the first time in years. “Could do a couple versus couple match or boys versus girls. Whatever you feel like, really.”
“Oh that sounds like fun, can we, sugar?” Melanie asks, pleading with the now almost entirely limp and slumped over in the booth from relaxation Kevin. “We can take some pictures too.”
“Okay…” he says, and you’re not sure if he’s just blissed out from the paws and claws playing with his hair or miffed that you’re looking to interrupt the good thing he’s got going. “But… five more minutes, okay?”
“You know I can’t say no to you, honeybun,” she says, and you can’t help but smile at the nauseatingly sweet pet names she has for him. “Five minutes and then we’ll play.”
The waitress comes and all of you take the opportunity to reorder your drinks, Ruby ordering a double long island iced tea this time. You stick with the beer, not wanting to really touch hard liquor after such a long hiatus. Damn if you’re not tempted to order the same thing Ruby is though, the drink having been one of your guilty pleasures back in your college days. Kevin sticks with the beers, same as you do, and the caucasian shepherd girl continues to order increasingly more elaborate and colorful cocktails. You don’t even want to know the price of those. Before long, everyone once again has their drinks in hand and Kevin seems like he’s almost recovered from what you could only refer to as a reverse petting session. You decide to cut to the chase before anyone has the idea to become one with the booth seat cushions.
“Alright then, let’s get going before we get these drinks down and change our minds,” you say, scooting over toward Ruby, who seems to be stumbling a tiny bit getting out of the booth.
“You alright, Rube?” Melanie says before you can manage the words. “Don’t go tripping over that pretty dress now.”
“Don’t worry,” she says when she finally manages to regain her balance, turning around and dismissively waving her hand towards the both of you. “Stupid legs are just tired from all the walking today. Hand me Sherlock Combs, I’m not leaving him alone at the table.”
You can’t help but smile again at the choice of name, and you reach for the oversized stuffed toy and hand it to her, Ruby bringing it with her to the pool table. Before joining her, you assist Melanie in getting out of the frankly cramped booth for someone of her stature, before the two of you join together to peel Kevin out of the upholstery. Despite the fact that he was clearly enjoying his time there, he doesn’t look as pissed off as one would expect of a man getting that kind of royal treatment. Guess there’s nothing to be mad about if you can always get that kind of thing later. Ruby waves the three of you over to a pool table in the far corner of the room, a cue already in her hand. Once there, you all grab one and apply some cue chalk to the tip.
After some back and forth discussion, you guys settle on doing a couples game, with the winner paying a little less of the tab. While money’s always been a little tight for you, you’ve got enough in the bank from all the cash you’d saved from summer tips to agree on this.
“If I make us lose, I’ll pick up your portion of the tab too,” Ruby whispers, the kangaroo not exactly in her comfort zone playing something like this. “You mind helping me put some chalk on this thing? It’s kind of hard to reach on my own.”
She hands you the cue and you swiftly apply a nice coating of chalk before blowing off the excess, putting it back in her hands.
“Don’t worry about it if we lose, Ruby,” you say, hanging back from the table as the two of you whisper to one another. “It’s just a friendly match between friends.”
You say that, but even you can’t deny that the moment the teams were formed, you saw the devious gleam in Melanie’s eyes. One that told you that she probably had a lot more experience with this than one would expect from a girl like her. 
You approach the table with confidence. “Mind if we break?”
“Go on ahead, sugar,” Melanie says as she leans against the opposite side of the table. “We don’t mind.”
You line up the rack with the center of the table before lifting it up and setting it aside. Cue ball in hand, you place it down on the table and start to line up your shot. You haven’t played in forever but you never really forget how to play pool, and after a few seconds you fire off the ball, sending the multicolored balls across the entire table. The eight ball nearly sinking by pure chance makes your stomach sink, though thankfully another ball is there to block it, ending up in the hole in its stead.
“Looks like we’re stripes,” you say, feeling good about your small advantage out of the gate. “Your turn, Ruby.”
You hang back, walking around the table a bit to join Ruby as she does her own strategizing for what the perfect move is. While you want to win, the last thing you want to do is put stress on her with the kind of buzz she’s got going. Part of it is definitely the oversized, heavy pool cue she’s forced to lug around. You know her pride probably wouldn’t let her, but you almost want to offer to carry it around for her.
You lean down to whisper some strategy in her ears. “Just go for the easy, surefire shots. I’ll take care of any of the harder stuff, okay?”
“Got it,” she says before speeding away to find the angle she’s most comfortable shooting from.
She lines up the cue between her furred fingers and looks up to you silently for your approval, and you give her a small thumbs up in return. Moments later, you can hear the clack of balls colliding with one another, and she manages to sink her intended target into a corner pocket. She throws a hand in the air and you get prepared to line up your own shot. It doesn’t take you long to find your only play, the cue ball being in an awkward spot. As you expected, you don’t manage to hit it in just the right ways, but you manage to put the ball into an equally awkward spot for the other team, the ball surrounded by stripes on all sides.
Kevin walks up to the table, Ruby watching him off from a distance. This gives you just enough time to ask Melanie something you’d been meaning to ask her for a long while.
“If you don’t mind me asking Melanie,” you say before taking another long sip of your beer. “What do you do for a living? Don’t think you or Kevin ever mentioned it.”
You can see the same eagerness on her face that you’d seen earlier on Ruby when you’d shown interest in her impromptu boxing coaching. 
“Really? Could’ve sworn I said somethin’ on that dinner date of ours,” she says as she plays with the straw on her own drink. “Certainly don’t mind you askin’ either. I’m the manager for a little thrift shop downtown.”
You’re surprised by the answer, having expected something more corporate by the way she dresses and carries herself. Definitely explains the variety in outfits she has, if nothing else.
“Sounds like a cushy gig,” you say as you apply yet another coat of chalk on your pool cue. “You guys aren’t hiring, are you?”
“We might be soon,” she says as you once again hear the sound of balls clacking against one another. “People tend to hold onto the job for a pretty long time though. It’s nice, but dealing with all the resellers can get a little tiring sometimes. My job’s mostly handling inventory and making sure everyone else puts the stuff out instead of keeping it in the back for their friends.”
“No kidding, people really do that?” you ask, and in the corner of your eye you can see Kevin celebrating the fact that he’d sunk one. “Figured thrifting was still sacred. Haven’t been since I was a broke college student.”

Not that much has changed, since now you’re mostly broke even outside of college, though she doesn’t need to know as much.
“Used to be when I first took the job, but it’s gotten worse over the years,” Melanie says, letting out a long sigh. “Remember when it was about people wanting to find cool stuff at a good price.”
“Bummer,” you say, looking over at Kevin making his way back over. “Looks like you’re up now, too. Good luck.”
What follows in the next five minutes is a much closer match than you’d expected, with both teams having what could be considered a novice on them, especially with the alcohol handicap hanging over their heads. Eventually it comes down to just a couple of balls for each team to decide the game, with Melanie’s team having a one ball lead on you and Ruby. Not very significant in the game of pool if you managed to chain a few properly, but Ruby was looking worse for wear the deeper she got into her current drink. Despite your earlier promise to yourself that you wouldn’t intervene, you at least wanted to make sure she’s alright. You slide over beside her as she watches Melanie line up her shot from the other side of the pool table.
“Feeling nervous about your next turn?” you ask, trying to be discreet. “Noticed you almost tripped a couple times.”
“I’m… fine,” she says, and you do genuinely believe her after seeing her previously impressive tolerance. “Just really, really buzzed. Shouldn’t have had so many…”
“You want to go home? I can call us a cab,” you say, motioning with your head towards the door. “Doubt Melanie and Kev would mind.”
She looks towards the door and then back at you before shaking her head no fervently. “Want to… finish the game. Save you some money.”
“Ruby, you know you don’t have to do that, right?” you ask, not caring if the concern on your face is showing to everyone else. “I don’t really care that much about another ten bucks on the bill.”
“You said earlier… never give up,” she replies, slurring her words ever so slightly. “So I’m not giving up either.”
You struggle to recall it but after giving it some thought, you realize you more or less did say that, just in different words. While you want to keep protesting, you don’t think it’s really going to get you anywhere with someone who looks as determined as her.
“Well, you’ve got me there, I guess,” you whisper so as to not raise alarms with Melanie, who would surely step in in a much more aggressive, but still caring manner. “Just be careful, alright? Don’t want you hurting yourself.”
“I promise, Mike,” she says, flashing you a warm, dopey smile that makes your heart skip a beat. “You’re cute when ya’ worry, y’know.”
Her compliment makes it clear that while she’s a little drunk, she’s still more than coherent enough to make you blush like a tomato. “Thanks, Ruby…”
She stumbles a tiny bit when walking up to the pool table to make her shot, causing you to flinch in a not so sly attempt to be there in the event that she did fall. You try to play it off, but you can feel Melanie staring a hole into you. Kevin, good friend that he is, is trying to help her set up her shot despite it not being in his best interests. You’re glad that you can call someone like him your best friend. While they do that, you decide it’s a good idea to make sure Melanie knows everything is under control, because you know even under that sweet demeanor could lie something nasty if you don’t keep your end of the bargain on that old promise you made to her.
“I talked to Ruby, she says she’s alright,” you say, feeling the same kind of shame you’d feel whenever you managed to disappoint your dad. “Offered to call her a cab, but she really wants to finish the game, for my sake. Told her I didn’t mind losing.”
The silence that hangs in the air after you speak is almost palpable, and you swallow hard as you sneak glances between the giant at your side and Ruby, who’s still observing the table along with Kevin to try and find the perfect shot to sink. For someone who hasn’t played much of the game at all, she’s got a surprisingly competitive spirit about it all. Though you suppose she’s that way with everything she does, a quality you’ve tried to take a page from yourself recently.
“I know, I overheard,” she says, turning to look down at you with an apologetic smile on her features. “Sorry. Can’t really help it with this set of ears. But… you don’t have to explain yourself to me, Mike. Rube’s her own person and you’re being the best boyfriend you can be under the circumstances. Just make sure she gets home okay, yeah? Like last time.”
“Shit, that means a lot, coming from you,” you say, rubbing at the back of your head as you try to think of something equally nice to say in return. “I’m… really glad Kevin met you, he’s the happiest I’ve ever seen him, especially when he’s around you. And I promise I’ll get her home safe.”
“I know you will,” she says, playfully elbowing your arm the same way Ruby would, except with a lot more unintentional force behind it. “But, do you really mean that? About Kevin? Always worried I’m overdoing it a little, you know?”
“With the look I saw on his face over at the table earlier?” you say, chuckling at the thought of it. “Yeah, I don’t think you have much of anything to worry about. Nobody who can do that to a guy does, really.”
Her ear twitches at your words, though from this angle and with the rest of her head and large snout in the way, you can only see so much.
“Thank you, Mike,” she says, focusing her gaze on the table while she rides out the fresh wave of embarrassment. “Looks like she’s about to finally take her shot.”
“About time,” you say, keeping your eyes on Ruby as you silently cheer her on so as to not break her intense concentration.
She pulls back the cue and brings it home forward, sending the cue ball flying into a striped ball which lands neatly into a corner pocket. She nearly throws both hands into the air to celebrate but remembers she’s holding a pool cue just in time to avoid it falling to the ground.
“Attagirl,” you shout from across the room, earning you a quick glance or two from the people with their butts parked at the bar. “Come on, just two more! You got this!”
Ruby continues to ride that confidence as the struts around the table looking for her next shot. Her confidence and excitement is pretty short lived however, when she takes her followup shot and ends up sinking the cue ball instead. Melanie makes her way towards the table, swapping places with Ruby as she does her walk of shame back to your side.
You immediately wrap an arm around her. “Hey… don’t get so down. We’re tied right now. I’ve come back from way worse.”
She leans against you, the side of her snout coming to rest against your bicep. “Almost had it, too. Stupid ball should’ve gone a little bit more to the left and I would’ve had it.”
You rub her shoulder in an effort to console her a little bit. “You’re still doing pretty good for a beginner, chin up. What would Sherlock Combs think?”
She brings you into an awkward side hug with a hint of a small smile on her snout. “Thanks, Mike.”
While Ruby’s busy figuring out new and creative ways to fit her snout in the crook of your arm, you’re focused on Melanie carefully lining up a shot with a pool cue that she somehow manages to make look like a toothpick in her hands. Just before she’s about to take a shot, she seems to break the laser-like focus she has on the table to briefly take a glance in your direction. You think she’s looking at Ruby, but her gaze follows yours no matter where you look. If not for the kangaroo girl presently resting against you, you’d go see what’s going on.
Then you see something that catches your eye. She keeps nodding towards the pool table like she’s trying to figure out an angle, then staring at you as her ears twitch before finally nodding towards an unaware Ruby. You look down to see if something’s wrong with Ruby but she looks fine, if a little drunk.
She keeps repeating this a few more times before you finally piece it together. Melanie’s asking you if she should throw the game. Or at least, that’s the only thing you can conjure in your own head based on the limited information you have. While a win would probably lift her spirits, you're already keenly aware Ruby would hate finding out she was given an undeserved one. In the spirit of good sportsmanship, you shake your head no as subtly as possible when Melanie looks towards you again. You try to mouth something as well, but you’re not sure the intended message came across. Now, you’re staring intensely at the pool table for more than one reason, hoping she won’t throw the game for your team’s sake. It feels like it takes forever to make the shot, but eventually you hear the crack of the cue ball slamming into another. She sinks it with ease, something you expected from giving a player of her caliber free reign on where to place the cue ball. 
Before taking her next shot she looks towards you one last time before mouthing what you think is an apology. Ruby by this point is more focused on you and seemingly, her new teddy bear judging by how she keeps looking over at it from across the room. Winning that thing is proving to be the smartest choice you’ve made in a while. Despite your moderation compared to everyone else who came with you tonight, you’re starting to feel the effects of the alcohol a bit, as well. All the walking you’d done today combines with that moderate buzz to create a drowsiness that’s hard to shake off. You close your eyes for a second in an effort to blink it away and you miss Melanie’s shot at sinking the eight ball. As you expected though, she manages without much effort, bringing Kevin into a tight hug as a small celebration. You appreciate the fact that she’s not much of a gloater, or if she is that she didn’t rub it in for Ruby’s sake more than anything.
After the pair are done celebrating, they join the two of you in leaning against the wall as you finish your drinks.
“Close game,” you say, wrapping your free arm against Kevin and giving him a pat on the back. “We’ll have to have a rematch again sometime.”
“Another weekend,” he says before taking a sip of his now warm beer. “Think we’re going to call a cab, you want me to call one for you guys too?”
“Yeah, that’d be nice,” you say, nodding towards Ruby, who you’re pretty sure is close to falling asleep against you. “Think we’re just gonna collapse the second we get home.”
“I gotchu, broham,” he says, whipping out his smartphone and tapping through it for a minute. “And... done.”
“Thanks,” you say, holding out your closed fist for a fist bump that he quickly matches. “60/40 on the tab, yeah?”
He nods his head yes as he slips his phone back into his pocket. “Yep.”
“Cool, see you at work on Monday, dude,” you say as you wave towards him and the girl at his side. “Thanks for showing us this place.”
The four of you split off your separate ways, and you make sure to collect Ruby’s new teddy bear before making your way to the bar to close your tab out. It’s a small hit to your wallet, but considering all you’d done today, you’re not exactly going to complain about all the fun you had with Ruby and some of your other friends. In an effort to ease tomorrow’s hangover you get a cup of water for each of you from the barkeep. After downing it, the two of you lurk just inside the bar’s doorway as you wait for your taxi, not wanting to get caught in the light drizzle of rain currently coating the exterior windows of the bar. 
“You want to go sit in a booth?” you ask, nudging Ruby a bit. “I can stand here and wait for the taxi.”
“Nahhhh,” she replies in a low whisper, clutching your arm even tighter. “Feels nicer being with you, anyway.”
“Yeah, I’d miss you too, truth be told,” you chuckle, her physical contact also helping you not feel like dozing off. “Plus, what would Mr. Combs here say if I left you alone?”
She laughs softly, but not softly enough to stop you from hearing her snort. “He’d be beary disappointed with you.”
The two of you share another laugh, and before long, you can see the headlights of a taxi cutting through the light fog outside. You confirm that you’re the right passenger and open the door to let Ruby inside, helping avoid having to step down into the puddle below the curb. Before you step inside yourself, you make sure you still have your phone, wallet and keys. After going through your mental checklist you climb inside and close the door behind you. Not even ten seconds after you’re settled in, Ruby is already looking to rest her head against your chest.
“So, where you headed to?” the grizzly bear asks in a rough smoker’s voice, maintaining eye contact with you through the rearview mirror. “And let me know if you’re gonna hurl so I can stop the car, alright? Just got these fuckin’ seats cleaned the other day.”
You briefly wonder if a teddy bear is some kind of offensive stereotype in the eyes of an anthro like that, though you think better of asking something like that to your ride home. That aside, you don’t think either of you are in danger of doing that, but you imagine a taxi driver has his fair share of queasy riders if he’s working nights like these. You tell him the address and without even so much as tapping anything into a GPS or phone, you’re off. The driver keeps stealing glances at either you or Ruby through the rear view mirror whenever he brings the car to any kind of stop, and you’re not sure if it’s the same reason you were getting looks back at the bar. Ruby’s kind of easy to read with her long ears and huge tail, but you’ve got neither of those things to really help you in this situation. 
You lean down to ask Ruby something without being overheard, and thankfully the taxi driver flicks on the radio shortly after. “So, since you’re the expert, why’s our taxi driver staring at us? He’s not scowling like that other dude, so I doubt he’s pissed off.”
Ruby brings her head up to look at the taxi driver herself, before scooching closer to whisper back at you. “He seems worried more than anything. Probably had someone just cover his backseats in puke. Probably just trying to see how drunk we are.”
“Guess that makes sense,” you mutter, going back to giving Ruby your undivided attention now that your mind is at ease. “How you feeling?”
“Better now that I haven’t had a drink in like an hour,” she says, smiling contentedly as she hugs both you and her teddy bear tighter. “What about you? What’s it like having a drink after such a long time?”
“Honestly, I could still go without it,” you shrug as best you can with her putting weight on you. “Doesn’t really feel like anything special. Makes it easier to say what’s on your mind, I guess.”
“It’s definitely had that effect on you,” she giggles as she pokes a finger against the pec opposite her. “Is it bad that I like it when you’re all protective?”
Guess she’s more clued into how you feel than you thought, despite the differences in body language.
There’s no point trying to deny it if it’s as clear as day to her. “Oh yeah? Why’s that?”
“I dunno,” she says, shrugging one shoulder slightly. “It feels nice that you think I’m worth acting that way for.”
You can’t gloss over the slight self-deprecating words coming from her, especially considering where they led you last time you were in a similar situation. “Ruby… why wouldn’t I act that way for you? Of course you’re worth that. And more.”
“You mean it?” she asks, her expression growing more giddy. “You’re the first to think so. Besides my family, I mean.”
“Swear it on my life,” you say, putting a free hand to your chest with a smile on your face. “You trust me when I say that, right?”
“Of course, you dork,” she says, hugging you so tightly you feel some air leave your lungs until she lets off. “You’ve never lied to me before, really.”
Before you can come up with a response, the sound of a plane taking off comes blaring out of the car’s speakers, followed up by a familiar tune you can’t shake off. 
Oh God. Is that?
Yeah, that’s definitely a Backstreet Boys song. You’d recognize it anywhere with the amount of times your mom played it around the house. While the two of you had a rocky relationship shortly before leaving home, it does bring you comfort to hear it. You’d sung it so many times with her in the kitchen as a kid. The Weird Al parody of it was stuck in your head for longer than you’d like to admit, and even though it was so long ago, it feels like it was just yesterday, and you can’t help but feel secondhand embarrassment at the memories. A thought pops into your head despite that, a way to pass along that secondhand embarrassment to your unsuspecting girlfriend. You start off slow, humming along to the start of the song, waiting until the chorus to really make your move.
“I want it that way…” you say aloud in your best impression of a boy band vocalist’s voice. “Tell me why…”
The taxi driver, to his credit, doesn’t even flinch even when the taxi comes to a stop. Ruby on the other hand, looks wide awake now and is struggling to stifle a laugh. Her laugh says to continue but her eyes tell you she’s mortified about this. You continue to sing parts of the song until she squeezes down on your forearm.
“Are you really turning this guy’s backseat into a karaoke booth?” she asks, still fighting to stifle her giggles. “Dealing with drunk people all night is punishment enough already.”
“I was hoping it’d be more of an us turning it into a karaoke booth type of situation,” you chuckle before taking her hand into your much larger one. “And I know you’re not implying my angelic singing voice is somehow a punishment.”
“I mean, I never said that,” she says, and you’re tempted to wipe off the smug smirk forming on her features with a tactically placed kiss. “Maybe I just need to hear more of it.”
You subject her to more of your awful singing, the taxi driver gently closing the divider so as to save his own sanity. Through your perseverance in really hamming it up every time the chorus came up, Ruby eventually joins in towards the end of the song. Her ponytail swishes about as she moves her head around to the beat, damn near hitting you in the face when tries to sing into your cupped hand like it’s a microphone. The enthusiasm is contagious and long after the song is over, the two of you are still improvising a performance on whatever song happens to come next. Much like the bar you just came from however, the two of you are eventually cut off for the sake of your wellbeing. Even with the radio turned down, you guys power through the last of the song by sheer memory alone before slumping into the seats in a tight embrace as you get it all out of your systems in the form of laughs, chuckles and quiet giggles. 
“Ask him, ask him!” she exclaims after the two of you manage to compose yourselves again. “Or are you scared?”
“I really don’t think that’s a good idea, Ruby,” you chuckle as you wrap more of your arm around her. “I really don’t want to get kicked out a mile from your house.”
“You just don’t want to face the fact that I’m the better singer,” she says, playfully sticking her tongue out at you. “Though you do kind of pull the boy band frontman thing off well. A little too well.”
“What can I say,” you say, trying to play off how her compliment makes you feel. “Grow up listening to something and you mimic it pretty well, I guess.”
“Remind me to thank your mom whenever I get to meet her,” she says, and for a brief moment you swear you can see the color drain from the tips of her ears. “I mean, if it’s something you want to do, no pressu-”
You decide to disarm her worries in the best way you know how, a peck on the lips followed up by a smile. It’s a move that hasn’t failed you yet, and the color returns to those long ears in droves. Before you or her can think to say anything else, the car comes to a stop in front of her place. You fish some cash out of your pockets, plus an extra tip for being a vocal nuisance and slip it through the small gap in the divider.
The taxi driver slides the divider open again and snatches it quickly. “You’re no american idol, kid. Have a good night though, thanks.”
Both Ruby and him launch into a stifled laugh after the words leave his lips and you and your slightly bruised ego make your way towards the door. You open it and bend over to help Ruby out, being as careful as you can to not get her dress caught on anything. Once the two of you are out, he peels off, probably eager to get to his next ride. For a moment you’re worried Ruby left her teddy bear but when you turn around, she’s holding it tight against her chest. You breathe out a sigh of relief and step closer to her.
A stray drop of icy rain hits your skin, drawing a shiver out of you. You can sense a snappy remark start to form in your mind, but as you feel the intensity of the rain starting to increase, you shift gears into getting inside instead.
"Alright, time to go!" you exclaim, giving Ruby only a brief warning before you kneel down in front of her.
"What're you- Hooooh, okay!" Ruby starts to ask, cut off as you heft her up into a bridal carry to haul ass to her home. Even as the cold water falls on you both, her surprised giggling keeps you warm as you gingerly avoid the patches of melted snow slush and begin to ascend the stairs.
"Keys, keys, keys, c'mon," you ramble, snapping her out of her moment of glee.
"Right, shit, uh-" she stammers as she leans forward to rummage through her pouch. 
“Want me to help you look?” you say, sporting a smirk that she can’t even see. “Not like it’d be the first time.”
“F-found them!” she exclaims in a tone that gives away how your question made her feel. She quickly reaches out and unlocks the door, finally giving you both some reprieve from what's soon to be a downpour. You carefully step inside, making sure not to smash her head into the doorframe. Once inside, you close the door behind you with a kick and let out a sigh of relief.
"Hah... So you were just lookin' for an excuse to pick me up like this, huh?" Ruby asks, her smug grin visible even in the dim light.
"It can be both that and to hurry our asses inside," you say, returning her smile with your own as you maneuver your hand to lock the door. 
There’s just one more thing to do now, and you make your way towards the living room. The couch is looking nearly as attractive as your bed back home. You gently lower her onto the mass of pillows strewn about. Once you’re satisfied with your job laying her out, you unceremoniously plop down onto the still empty part of the couch, the top of her head coming to rest against your thigh as she scooches over.
“So… is the sleeping beauty still looking to be woken up?” you ask, reaching to run your own fingers through her hair. “Or should I let her get her beauty sleep?”
“Sleep’s sounding pretty good…” she mutters, and you flinch when her eyes suddenly blink open. “Wait! I forgot about something!”
“Yeah?” you ask, cocking an eyebrow as you smile at her. “And what would that be?”
“At the bar, I was gonna ask if we could play truth or dare!” she exclaims, her eyes showing you just how badly she wants this. “Come on! Please?!”
“Aren’t we a bit too old to be playing high school drinking games?” you ask, chuckling at the thought. “Besides, we’ve both had way too many drinks tonight.”
“We don’t have to drink!” she exclaims, immediately finding the hole in your argument. “I just wanna play.”
“Are you sure?” you ask, part of you just wanting to pass out until tomorrow. “It’s not just drunk you I’m talking to?”
"Ah, fuck youuuu, it'sh something to do and I'm boooooored,” she says, really putting emphasis on that last part. “Besides, I gotta play catch-up, I never got to do shtuff like this.”
“Probably because they only do this in movies,” you say, tapping her on the nose with your finger. “I would know, I’ve seen every high school comedy movie under the sun.”
"Again, fuck you," she responds with a cocky grin, putting a claw to your nose as retaliation. “Come on, I’ll give you that scalp massage you wanted…”
“I thought you were doing that for free!” you say, ruffling her fur a bit as you adjust your awkward position on the couch. “You’ve got to learn to negotiate better than that. But fine, we can do it.”
She throws her arms up in celebration of her victory over you before she quickly comes to sit upright. Something she quickly comes to regret judging by the way she suddenly clutches her head. It reminds you of how you’d get out of bed most days back in college.
“You alright?” you ask, scooching over to fill the suddenly vacant part of the couch. “Want me to go get you an aspirin and some water?”
She shakes her head no even as she continues to clutch her head. “No, no, I’ll be fine, don’t worry.”
“It’s really not a pr-”
“I’m fiiine, Mike,” she says, putting on a wide smile to help convince you. “Now, which one of us is going first?”
“I’ll give you the honors,” you say, she’s so excited she’s practically vibrating in place. “It’s only fair, you came up with the idea.”
Watching her sit in the dark on the couch as she thinks of what to say feels far more ominous than it should given the lack of lighting in the room, especially as she slowly turns to face you with her digitigrade legs still crossed.
You slide your shoes off for the sake of comfort, your feet sore from all the walking you did today. “You mind if I go turn on the lights?” 
Ruby simply answers by pulling her phone from the pouch, turning on the flashlight and sliding it onto the couch, camera side up. “Oh no, you’re not getting away from this one, Mike.”
You take that as a sign to get settled in, and bring your legs up onto the couch to match her, taking a wide berth around her whole body. “Alright, so what’s it going to be? Truth, or dare?”
“Truth,” she says without hesitation. “I just don’t know what the truth should be… yet.”
“Well, you’ve got until I pass out on these pillows to think about it,” you chuckle to yourself. “I’m not kidding either, this couch feels so nice when you’re buzzed.”
You fumble around in the still much too dark room to grab your phone from your pocket, only to find yourself jumped by the half-kangaroo.
Guess she took your words to heart. 
You stare into her eyes as she straddles you, Ruby gently adjusting herself until she’s in a comfortable position. Her face grows closer and closer by the second and with your chest pressed against hers, it’s like the two of you are sharing a heartbeat. 
“The truth is, Mike…” she says, and you can see what you think is a tear welling up in the corner of her eye. “These last few days have been the best of my life. But… I’m scared that if I don’t say anything or do something, I’ll lose the guy that helped make them that way.”
You’re taken aback by her words, not quite sure what to say. Gazing into her eyes, it's clear she's waiting for you to answer, an uneasy tension rising in the air.
“Where’s this coming from, Ruby?” you ask, adjusting yourself as you try to avoid the two of you crashing down into the floor below. “I’m not going anywhere. And you sure as hell aren’t going to lose me.”
Her mouth opens but nothing seems to come out as her brow furrows, the tear at the corner of her eyes finally letting go and wetting the fur just below. Her breathing is heavy, unsteady, barely looking at you as she slowly composes herself.
“I just don’t know, Mike,” she finally admits, closing her eyes as if bracing for your answer. “Is it weird that we're moving this fast? Or that I don't mind it at all? That it just feels right?”
You're taken aback by her words, and you let yourself fall further into the couch, your arm wrapping itself around her on pure instinct.
“I don’t think it’s weird at all,” you say, resisting the urge to just kiss her like you usually do. “I feel the same way. Did you actually want to do this whole truth or dare thing?”
Your question puts her on the spot, and she glances away for a brief moment as she comes up with an answer.
“No… but yes- I mean, kinda,” Ruby says, seemingly unable to decide. “I dunno, I just wanted to talk with you about this stuff. Thought if I just brought it up out of nowhere, it’d be… weird.”
“Maybe for another couple, yeah,” you say, hoping to help her see some sense. “For us, that’s just how we’ve always done stuff. Or at least, how it’s gone since we met.”
“See, that’s the thing!” she says, letting out an exasperated sigh. “I don’t want to be that girl forever, Mike. I don’t wanna keep saying things that put you off.”
“Ruby, if calling me what you said earlier wasn’t enough to put me off, nothing will be,” you laugh as you cup the side of her snout with your hand. “What are you worried about?”
Her expression says she wants to shy away from your touch, but she nuzzles into it instead, her half lidded eyes staring into yours.
“I’m worried that because I’m tipsy that I’m somehow going to fuck things up like last time,” she says in practically a whisper. “And... I'm worried that I'll say something stupid, y'know? That I’ll just turn this amazing night into another fuckin’ nightmare…”
You interlock fingers with her, her claws digging lightly into your palm.“Especially, huh?” 
She nods hard, and despite it all there’s a small smile that dances across her features."Mmm, 'specially."
“Well, you shouldn’t worry about that, okay?” you say, hoping to provide your girlfriend some reassurance. “I’m still here, aren’t I? Even after last time. If you say anything like that again, I’ll be the first to let you know.”
“Mmm,” is the only noise that leaves her mouth as she squeezes down on your hand.
“I’ll just call you a weirdo like you did to me earlier,” you chuckle, cheeks burning bright as you recall her nickname at the bar. “What was I thinking…” 
“Yeeeaaaah, but that's different,” her smile growing as she too thinks about what you said to her. “That’s just my boyfriend being a big cute dork. Your usual self. I don’t want to be my usual self. She fucks things up being a cunt sometimes.”
You run a hand through her hair, trying to return the favor for her previous massage. “I think it’s just all the alcohol messing with your head, Ruby. You can get a little… intense sometimes, sure. But you’re far from fucking things up.”
Her sudden shiver lets you know your words and actions aren’t going unappreciated.
Ruby looks down at you, her amber eyes reflecting what little light is in the room with a beautiful glow. “Shit, Mike. When you get all serious like that, I don’t… know what to really say back or ask. Stops me right in my tracks.”
“Take all the time you need,” you say, gently scratching beneath her fur as you smile back at her. “Can’t exactly go anywhere with you on top of me, sweetpea.”
She seems embarrassed about your current position with her, though she doesn’t let up in her straddling. “I guess that’s it really? I just never want to have a repeat of last time. Just… forcing something I really wanted and getting pissed that you didn’t.”
She looks away in shame for a moment, her eyes focusing on the floor below. “Heh, it’s weird but I- I feel like I did back in high school.”
You don’t interrupt, letting her slowly work up the courage to stare you in the eyes again.
“Like the kinda dork that would ask you if it’s okay to kiss or not,” she says, laughing as she shakes her head. “Fuck, I already did that anyway, didn’t I? After messing up, too.”
“Remember earlier?” you ask, grinning practically from ear to ear. “I didn’t forget what I promised.”
Before she can even react, you press your lips into hers, feeling her whiskers tickle your face. It's awkward, clumsy even, but it's something that just feels right, like two magnets coming together. Ruby must have felt the same, pulling herself into you long before your hand reaches for the back of her head, both of you deepening your kiss as you pull her closer, sinking your fingers into her fur. Even without any tongue, you start to feel hot under the collar, her free hand exploring your neck as much as it can, the pinpricks of her claws felt all across your exposed skin.
You hope her teddy bear isn’t getting an eyeful right now.
As much as you don't want it to be true, both of you have to part for air, feeling her just barely pull back as you end the kiss. Staring into her eyes brings you a sense of belonging so powerful that you could confidently say you'd never felt it with anyone else before. You could stare into those smoldering, bright amber orbs for hours without a single regret to show for it; and you're sure by the look in those eyes that she would gladly do the same. The only sound in the room to be heard is your chest heaving against hers as the two of you struggle to catch your breath, and nothing either of you could do or say in the moment would wipe the dopey grins from your faces. As you two continue to stare in one another's eyes, her hand slowly slides up from your cheek to play with your hair.
“How do you-” she says, closing her eyes and shaking her head while she runs her furred fingers through your scalp. “How do you always know what to do and say? Seriously. I wish I could be like that.”
“You want to know my secret?” you ask, rubbing at the back of her shoulder blades, her upper body ramrod still even as your fingers trace over the corded muscles lying beneath her fur. “And I mean really know it?”
She quickly nods her head, her eyes practically pleading for an answer as she looks to you with bated breath.
You take a deep breath and hope that the smile on your face is at least a little more serious than before. “The truth is, I don’t always know what to do or say, Ruby. I don’t always know what your reaction is going to be. Maybe it’ll go south, maybe it won’t.”
Her breath seems to catch in her chest as you continue to let your thoughts come spilling forth.
“Is it really worth worrying about though? You shouldn’t let one bad decision, one bad night, one bad moment stop you from being happy,” you say, continuing to stroke her fur as you try to find clarity of thought through your alcohol induced haze. “A few weeks ago, that’s where I was. Letting shit that shouldn’t have mattered to me anymore make me miserable. Letting that fear of failure control every single aspect of my life.”
Her free hand is cupping your cheek now, the claw of her thumb tracing the stubble on your jaw. You're breathing even heavier now, and yet it feels different, like a weight has been lifted from your shoulders.
"I was tired of living like I didn't deserve to," you say, fighting the urge to tear up as you continue. "And then... I met you. And every day, little by little, I felt that weight, all that misery hanging over me just... disappear. So that's my secret, Ruby."
"It's you.” 
You swallow hard, and as well as you know her, you can see she’s fighting the flow of her own waterworks as her fiery amber eyes stare into your own.
“You showed me how to live my life again," you say, fighting your own shaky voice with every word you pronounce. “And every time I talk to you, see you, touch you, kiss you or even wake up next to you, I just… I’m hoping you feel the same way as me.”
Her eyes are even more watery now after your confession, and she quickly brings up her blouse’s sleeve to wipe it away. Before you can say anything else though, she quickly moves her arms to wrap around you in a tight hug. Your face is buried in her shoulder now, and you feel no shame in appreciating the scent of her fur coming through the clothing as the fabric absorbs the moisture from your own eyes. You’re not sure you can feel ashamed of anything in front of her now, and especially not while her fingers and hands roam your neck before attempting to slip down the back of your shirt collar. You feel her snout rubbing against the side of your face, and then your ear, the whiskers tickling your bare skin making goosebumps erupt across your body.
“Mike…” she whispers, as she gently runs the tips of her claws up and down your back. “Of course I feel the same way. You enormous fucking dork.”
She pulls back from the hug, her hands no longer providing the bliss they were just moments ago. They move up your neck once more, trembling slightly as they cup your cheeks, her eyes on the verge of what you think are tears of joy. The shaky smile on her face only confirms it, the biggest one you've ever seen on her. Her fingers trace your scratchy remnants of your beard, and you can feel her heartbeat rushing alongside yours. This feels somehow familiar and like completely uncharted territory at the same time.
You let her keep angling your face, unsure of what she’s doing but trusting that she has a good reason for it. Her smile is contagious, and you do your best to match her as you continue to stare into those amber pools. You don’t often get to see her this focused, this in contr-
Before you can even blink she closes the rest of your distance, softly pressing her lips against yours. It starts as a chaste enough kiss on the lips, though you both quickly find yourselves using your roaming hands to try to get the upper hand on one another. The two of you are evenly matched, and you can’t help but shudder as Ruby’s hands roam once more to the back of your neck. She pulls you towards her and you return the favor by putting your hands on each side of her waist. Every little movement of your hands prompts the other to do something more bold, Ruby slipping her large, agile tongue into your mouth. You don't even try to resist, opting to give back instead, slipping your hands up the back of her blouse as she pulls you closer. Her muscled back feels surprisingly soft to the touch, and you let yourself grope and massage whatever you can reach as your tongues fight for dominance. Despite her slow, chaste start to the kiss, it quickly becomes a messy blur as you struggle to keep your lips locked with hers, a deep warmth spreading itself on your body as both of you feel each other. She moves a hand down to grab your own, placing it over one of her hips, your fingers spreading over her curves as she grinds against your groin, a muffled grunt forced from both of you.
The fur around that area feels equally soft, and even though she squirms at your touch, she doesn’t dare separate her mouth from yours. As much as you want to keep escalating, you also want to see how far she’s comfortable with going right now. You nearly gag with how eagerly she's pushing her tongue, your back now firmly pressing against the couch as she pulls herself closer.
She pulls back for a brief moment, and you both seemingly take the opportunity to catch your breath. “Sorry, Mike. Got a… little… carried away.”
“I don’t… mind,” you say between breaths, not even trying to fight the arousal in the loins anymore, something impossible to hide from Ruby, given how she's straddling you. “So much for Truth or Dare, huh?”
She laughs as she leverages more of her weight to push you back against the couch cushions. “Could call this the dare part of it. It counts if you’re daring yourself, right?”
“We can make an exception this one time,” you say with a shit-eating grin plastered on your face. “But I get one next time, yeah?”
She quickly nods before pulling you back into another kiss. This time you let your hands slide lower and lower down her hips until they settle against the widest part of them. While it’s certainly a part of her you’d eyed before, it’s a completely different thing entirely to compare the size with your hands. Not a peep comes from her as she continues to fiercely kiss you, the two of you sharing as much body heat as you can through exposed fur and skin. Her hand comes down again and for a moment you believe you’ve gone too far in your exploring. To your surprise she moves one of your hands down a bit towards her ample, though still covered ass. You can’t help but squeeze down, getting a muffled yelp out of her as revenge for her earlier teasing.It's everything you thought it would be and more, though you do your best to maintain your sense of self-control, not wanting to go beyond her comfort zone. Before long the two of you have to separate for air again, and you’re left staring at one another again.
“You know…” you say, practically panting from the combination of being winded and the tiredness creeping in. “For your second tongue kiss ever, you’re… really good at this.”
She eases up on her straddling, one of her free hands still cupping your cheeks. “I could… say the same about you. Ya’ really know how to make a girl feel wanted with those hands…”
“I had a little help,” you chuckle softly, feeling a surge of confidence from her compliment. “But thanks.”
She slides down your lap a bit, Mike Jr. and your own self control conspiring against you as her groin makes contact with yours again. It’s a little awkward, but she manages to get in a position to rest her head against your shoulder, staring up at you as her chest heaves with every inhale. Her fingers dance and tap across your chest, her claws sometimes unintentionally getting stuck in the fabric. 
You take the opportunity to adjust yourself into a more comfortable position for the both of you, your legs feeling relief from having the kangaroo girl on top of you.
“So…” you say, feeling your eyelids suddenly growing heavy. “Want to go turn in? I can carry you.”
She taps a finger against the lower part of her snout, seemingly thinking about your proposition. “Why would I do that when I’ve got all the bed I need right here? Unless you really want to.”
Fuck it, even if it’s a little less comfortable you don’t want to ruin the moment. “Sure, why not. I’ve got my fur blanket with me too. Sherlock’s going to have to sleep on the countertop though.”
She lights up with the same eagerness you’d seen earlier at the bar, a big grin on her face. “Dickhead.”
“Guilty as charged,” you say as you carefully shift to lie down on your side while keeping Ruby firmly on top of you. “How’s that?”
“As long as you’re here with me?” she says, tapping a finger against your nose. “Couldn’t be better.”
“Likewise,” you say, feeling like a kid with his schoolyard crush from all the kind things she’s said. “Goodnight, Ruby.”
“Goodnight, Mike,” she says, scooting over until she’s close enough to give you a quick peck on the lips. “Thanks for everything.”
You respond with a peck to the side of her snout. “You too.”
Your tired brain immediately tells you that you could’ve done better with that response, though you ignore it in favor of hugging your girlfriend tight as both of you close your eyes in an attempt to drift off to sleep. Her breathing and heartbeat slow down as if intertwined with yours as the two of you finally begin to rest, a comfortable silence blanketing the room. As you hold each other tightly, you hear Ruby sigh out as she wraps her tail around your leg, one last little show of her affection before she's out like a light. Your eyes water again as you smile, and you let the sight and feeling of her embrace carry you to sleep, feeling truly at peace for the first time in a long while.
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