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      Chapter 1
  








  >You slam the door behind you as you rip off your gloves and kick off your rubber boots, shoving them into the pile of work gear in the corner of your mudroom.

>You unclasp your hardhat and toss it on the counter, running your fingers through your damp hair before opening the next door and stepping into your living room.

>You've survived another day at work, and cant wait to take a shower and zone out to some TV.

>The signing bonus of your job bought that tube brand new when you were just starting out on your own, and while its getting long in the tooth and fuzzy by today's standards it still plays ball games like the day you bought it.

>You could buy yourself a fancy new color tube easily with what you’ve saved, but why?

>If you bought the newest thing every time you saw it you’d still be couch surfing with highschool friends, not in your own place like you have now.

>But no amount of money ever made up for the fact that you never got a second to actually do anything but watch.

>Your one week off ended two weeks ago, and your folks had used it as an opportunity to try and set you up on a date with a girl you knew back in highschool.

>You would’ve been elated to go out with her before you started as a battery technician for RCA Industrial.

>The job pays very well, affording you a sizeable house in a fairly upscale part of town.

>But as with any job, it comes with drawbacks.

>Twelve hour shifts and one day off a week doesn’t give you time to properly clean this big house, let alone to make a lasting connection with a woman.

>You declined the date, and got your house in order for once, as well as putting some time into your many projects for the first time since your last vacation.

>Not that it made much of a difference after another two weeks of work.

>It’s a lonely life, but its your just desserts for not getting married right out of highschool like everyone else did.

>Rooting around in your fridge rewards you with a sandwich that you can’t remember the age of, but it smells OK enough.

>You hope.

>Scarfing it down on your way past the kitchen, you throw its wrapper at the bin. When it falls out, you pick it back up and shove it down, just barely making enough room to hold the ball of tin.

>You’ll have time on your day off to take it out.

>You strip off the rest of your clothes as you amble through the hallway, chucking them into the pile in your laundry room; never to be seen again.

>Or at least until the weekend, when you use your day off to do anything but enjoy yourself.

>Sighing, you twist open the squeaky bathroom door knob, and prepare yourself for yet another shower that will never be hot enough to clear the acrid stench of battery fumes from your body.
+------------+
>Your trusty TV set has been the only thing between you and insanity for a couple years now.

>You would do something constructive, if the constant nagging in your back and knees would let you.

>The two hours you get between sleeping and working isn’t enough to get much of anything done anyway.

>After you’d gotten dry and thrown your towel into the laundry room, you habitually walked up the set and ran your fingers across the top.

>Rubbing them together pierces your senses with an awful grainyness.

>You’ll dust this Sunday, too.

>Flipping on the TV, you dial for ABC.

>More about the war. Not interested.

>Then NBC.

>Braves v Phillies. Big whoop.

>Last try for the good channels.

>CBS is doing a special on technology.

>Sure, why not.

>A lanky man in a fancy suit stands on a podium with three spotlights aiming at three different showcases on the stage. One marked “Military”, another marked “The Space Race” and another marked “The Home Front”

>The presenter gestures to his two sharply dressed assistants to pull the tarp off the military display.

>Two older model military robots stood motionless and disarmed on the stage, their bulky and cubic designs telling of their age. They were probably older than you were.

>As the presenter quickly talks through their specifications, half inch frontal armor, fifty caliber machine guns, all the things that make generals hot under the collar.

>The screen regularly cuts to short video clips of them firing in the jungle. You guessed they were clips from Korea, Since these antiques were almost all scrapped or museum pieces by now.

>”And, having seen what our nation could present proudly against our enemies in the past, we now look forward into our present and future.” He said, with transatlantic flair.

>The ‘present and future’ was mostly footage of the new “Prancer” and “Duster” Military robots in the field.

>They were recent developments that nobody had heard of until we’d gotten more involved with Vietnam.

>You didn’t really care for military robots, you’d been trying to ignore war as much as you could recently.

>You took a quick break to wash some dishes while you waited for them to stop talking about the ammo capacity on the new Prancer death machine, brought to you by the RCA battery division.

>You managed to only feel a little bit sick when it was over.

>But you’d gotten a rare head start on the cleaning duties for your trouble.

>At least there were some interesting developments outside of the military sector.

>A NASA engineer had joined the presenter for a special feature, with the space race display now being uncovered.

>They were going to send a lightened and power reduced version of a nursing bot to the moon with the Apollo 11 crew.

>Apparently there was something special about the bot beyond all the expensive gyroscopic and diagnostic technology they had miniaturized to squeeze it into an apollo mission capsule, but the presenter said that he ‘wouldn’t want to spoil the surprise’

>The only thing ‘surprising’ to you about that particular machine was how human it looked. If the goal was to send eye candy up to the moon with those boys then they passed with flying colors.

>It was a thin, almost spindly thing, with a synthetic pale skin and wavy black hair. It looked exactly like what you would picture in your head if someone said ‘flapper girl.’

>Of course, if that flapper was clad in a bright, rolled up NASA uniform.

>You could’ve mistaken it for an actual person on your fuzzy black-and-white tube, if not for the oddly thin neck, and obvious hinges at the elbows.

>And the pair of empty black ovals serving as eyes.

>You didn’t really like that particular design choice.

>But, everything else you could get behind.

>Walking on the moon with a robot, what a world we live in.

>The newest advancements in home and garden were interesting as well.

>Some bots that could vacuum, a few that could dust and mop, and even one that could do dishes.

>That’d be nice.

>Your eyes started to droop as the grandiose segments started to give way to the short footnotes that were probably lifted straight from whatever technology magazine they were listed in.

>You had just about drifted into the black before the droning advertising suddenly cut back to the stage.

>The now slightly glistening presenter collected himself and announced a special segment.

>The CEO and Chief Engineer of Pioneer-Standard would be on to inform the public of their newest project, along with a “special guest.”

>Sounded interesting enough to just barely rouse you from the cusp of sleep.
>The show faded to black, as a completely new camera looked up at the branches of a tree.

>A young man ran across the screen, holding a kite string behind him and laughing.

>A new, more subdued narrator spoke.

>”When you were 9 years old, your time was your own.”

>”And then, you grew up.” The presenter said, as the commercial cut to a man laboring over office work.

>”Now, there’s never enough time.”

>”You’ve got to make the most of the time you have.”

>The commercial cut back to the stage, the presenter now flanked by an equally lanky man, but the newcomer was better dressed for a workshop than the stage. His clothes were clean, but clearly meant for a thinking mans job.

>An older, jolly looking man stood ahead of them, straightening his tastefully oversized jacket and tapping the mic before speaking.

>”And you can! With a new Pioneer-Standard Electroluxe home companion.”

>”Hello, my name is Paul Greenwood, CEO and Co-Founder of Pioneer-Standard technologies group.”

>He gestured to the geeky looking man next to the presenter, clearly uncomfortable on camera, but excited to show off whatever invention he was on to present.

>”And this young up-and-comer is Conor Driscoll, the head engineer behind the best of our products since 1964! Why don’t you say hello to the fine folks at home Conor?”

>”Ah, hello America.” The engineer nervously chuckled, before gesturing lightly at his boss to take the mic back and continue.

>He got back to his part while barely missing a beat.

>”Now, you may recall that we were having a special guest on tonight. But you’ve already seen her.”

>What?

>”Why not meet her, too? Conor, would you please do the honors?”

>”Right away sir.” He said, before turning his back to the camera and calmly speaking;

>”Emily, wake up.”

>You were a little confused, as it seemed nothing was happening, until you looked at the ‘space race’ display again.

>The nursing robot on the display was… Wait, it did have eyes!

>You just couldn’t see them until they started glowing.

>It shifted its head to look at the engineer, before a dainty voice spoke;

>”Conor! It is so nice to see you again! And Mr. Greenwood! Gosh, I almost feel famous.”

>”And you as well, Emily! Perhaps after today you will be famous. Why don’t you join us and introduce yourself to the fine folks at home?”

>”Yes Mr. Greenwood.” She replied cheerily, gracefully striding to stand between the two men she knew.

>Closer up you could even see that her ‘eyes’ actually appeared to be two set of scanlines, with the parts that weren’t lit up serving as her pupils.

>Even looked like her eyelids and pupils were just areas where the lines turned off.

>A softer man would’ve called it cute.

>Probably.

>The presenter seemed almost as flabbergasted as you were, even with the likely forewarning he was given. You didn’t think anything could prepare someone for something like this.

>The happy man gave the robot the microphone, looking over as the engineer whispered into her synthetic ear.

>She nodded and introduced herself;

>”Hello fine people of America, my name is Emily! I am a Model PS-68b Electroluxe home companion.” She said almost confidently, but you could detect a hint of shyness on that stylized face.

>Amazing.

>”Me and my siblings are all equipped and ready to handle any of life's banal tasks, be it cooking, cleaning, laundry, childcare, and even your taxes!” She listed, bobbing her pin-curled blond hair.

>”Don’t forget space travel.” Said the engineer.

>”Oh, well that’s just me.” She replied, looking up at the engineer quizzically.

>”Well who knows,” The older man began “Space travel is the travel of the future, after all.”

>”But let’s get back on topic, starting with specifications. Driscoll, this is way over my head, how about you explain?”

>You tuned out most of the rest of the ad, mostly just the older man prodding the engineer to brag about how they’d shrunk electronic minds like hers from the size of a bus into the football-sized core seen today.

>You did catch the company’s phone number, of course.

>For once, maybe it was worth buying the newest thing.

>You weren’t really considering this, were you?






      

  












      Chapter 2
  








  >Ah, Saturday.

>The last day of your very long week, a slightly more upbeat time for all the workers at RCA.

>And to make it even better, lunch!

>One hour of paid time to shoot the shit with men you’d known since you were in diapers.

>O’leary and Brickman were playing cards in the corner, like they did every Saturday since you'd started working here.

>The boss and his posse of floor managers were eating together as well.

>And your seat, as always, kept warm by everyone's little brother, Linus.

>Thompson and Vance were sitting with him, probably playfully riffing on his young romance again.

>”Move over, would you Linus?” You start. “That seat’s still mine.”

>”Aw, come on Mous, the poor kid’s just trying to enjoy his lunch.” Thomson said feigning protectiveness, reaching across the table to block you.

>”Yeah Mous, you’re such a mean mentor.” Vance piled on with a smirk.

>”I’ve been eating in this spot every day since I first started working, you know it, Vance knows it, and Linus of all people definitely knows it.”

>”Ugh, fine.” Thomson relented. “Linus, move for the big baby.”

>”Aww, I like this spot.” Linus called before moving over.

>”You like that spot every Saturday. What was it the bible said? Don’t covet thy neighbors spot?” You asked.

>”Wife.” Replied Thompson.

>”Eh, potato potahto.”

>”Which reminds me, Linus.” Thompson started. “When are you going to marry that girl?”

>”W-what girl?” Linus quickly denied.

>”Don’t ‘what girl’ me, boy.” He continued. “That one you never shut up about. You know, the one who’s picture you keep in your locker.”

>”How do you know about that!?” Linus yelped, stirring the bosses table, before shrinking into himself to hide from their only slightly miffed gazes.

>The three of you chuckled a bit at the sight.

>”I have keys to your locker, remember? Just because we all get along don’t mean I ain’t gotta search your lockers once in a while.”

>”Who else could keep us rascals in check, eh Anon?” Vance said, leaning back in his chair.

>”God knows who could snoop better than ol’ Tommy Thompson.” you answer, taking a bite of your store bought sandwich.

>You would be lying if you said you didn’t feel a pang of jealousy looking at the other men’s meals.

>Always real food, made with real love and, god bless it, real cheese.

>Your mouth watered.

>You took another bite.

>”See that man there Linus?” Thompson pointed at you. “You don’t want to end up like him. All wifeless and sad at his age.”

>”Fuck off, Tommy.” You groused, leaning back in your chair like Vance still was, nursing your now full stomach.

>”Yeah, yeah. Whatever happened with that week off? Word on the grapevine is your folks had a gal lined up for you.”

>”Didn’t work out.” You reply.

>”’Didn’t work out’ how? Like, you took her out on a date and offended her didn’t work out, or you took it to fast and her daddy caught you foolin’ in your suburban didn’t work out?”

>Vance chuckled, and Linus blushed.

>”God no, Tom. I was just too damn busy to go out on a date. And it’s not like I can keep her happy being at work all the damn time.”

>”Bullsquirt Mous. My wife is the happiest woman I know, and I work even more than you do.”

>”Ginny is the only woman you know.” Vance joked.

>”Can it, Rich.” Thompson elbowed his side. “I know my mama too.”

>”Either way, you can’t go on living the way you do Anon. We have to care about you, us four have been through the shit and back. Hell, my wife asks me how you’re doing every Sunday.”

>”Him specifically?” Vance interjects.

>Tommy squints at the shorter man next to him.

>”What are you implying?”

>”Nothing, nothing.” He reassures with a smug grin.

>”Right. On the subject of you, Vance; Ginny wants to know when you’re going to get a decent car and stop parking that rust-bucket in front of our house at potlucks.”

>”9th of never, probably just after 2 o’clock.” He answers.

>Tom grumbles quietly.

>Vance chuckles, satisfied that he has thoroughly annoyed his boss.

>The table lulls.

>”Well Tommy,” You start. “I may not be looking into a wife, but I just might be getting the next best thing if the tube is to be believed.”

>”Oh yeah? You’re getting one of those half naked french maids?”

>”Not quite. Were any of you guys watching CBS after work last night?” You asked the table.

>”Nope, my eldest has been obsessed with ‘Nam recently. We were on ABC.” Tom answered first, as was custom.

>”Not me, there was an important ball game on.” Vance replied.

>”Important my foot! Braves and Phillies are the two worst teams playing today. What does it matter who wins between them?” Tommy sidelined.

>”That’s what makes it important! You’ve got no clue who’ll actually win.” Vance answered, squinting with mock seriousness.

>Tom shook his head, looking down at his plate in disbelief.

>”That just leaves you, Linus.” You smoothly interject, steering the conversation back on track.

>”Oh, uh.” The apprentice stutters. “Yeah I did. They did a whole segment on the military, the robot nurse they were sending to the moon, and that kind of thing.”

>”Do you remember the last bit?”

>”Where they turned the robot on and it was just like a real person? Of course I do! That was, like, the coolest part!

>”Exactly!” You agreed. “That’s why I bought one.”

>Everyone immediately looked at you.

>Even Vance, eternally nonplussed, looked shocked.

>”No way! You bought one of those maid robots?” Linus exclaimed.

>”Jesus, kid. Keep your voice down.” Tommy said. “The whole factory doesn’t need to know Anon’s life story.”

>”Sorry.”

>The table quieted down again.

>”Maid robot, huh?” Tommy began. “Not one of those self-driving vacuum cleaners, but an actual walking talking homemaker?”

>”Yeah.” You replied.

>”How much you pay for it?”

>”You don’t want to know.”

>”The base model was $1,200.” Linus said.

>Tommy balked, and nearly spit his coffee right into your face.

>He just barely managed to control it.

>“I thought it was a bit much, but ‘The bleeding edge ain’t cheap!’ that presenter guy said.” Linus concluded.

>”’A bit much’ is right! Anon, what the hell? Your suburban was half that at best!”

>”It was a hell of a lot less than half,” You sheepishly replied. ”I uh, didn’t get the base model.”

>”Good lord, Anon.” Tom huffed, burying his face in his hands.

>”Ooh! Did you get the Secusuite? The Photodial?” Linus injected again.

>”I got all of it.”

>”The Super Deluxe? No way man, no single person in this town could afford to drop that much on one thing.” He flippantly rebuffed.

>”How much?” Tom said behind his hands.

>You coughed.

>”$3,500.”

>”That’s way more than the super deluxe. Did you buy half a robot worth of spare parts or something?” Linus asked.

>”Just about. Also got a special waterproofing package and an extra charging stand.”

>”You’ve never seemed to be the type to drop thousands of dollars at once to me, what gives?”

>”How do you think I got the thousands to drop?” You answered the younger man.

>”You’re going to be paying off that loan for the rest of your days, you know.” Tom said.

>”It wasn’t a loan.”

>”Pull your retirement then? Might as well be a loan.”

>”No. All savings.”

>Tom just rubbed his beard, his face a poster of complete disbelief.

>”Ginny probably won’t like that. But it’s better than just telling her nothing’s changed, I suppose.” He said, stirring the last bits of his meal before taking another bite.

>The table fell into its usual end of lunch silence, though this silence was a bit more uncomfortable than usual.

>There was one man who would never let an uncomfortable silence go to waste, however.

>”I’m taking bets on how long it takes before he starts trying to boink it.” Vance blurted.

>”Shut up Vance!” You snapped, Linus shrinking in his seat next to you.

>Tom laughed, with only a little bit of concern slipping through.
+------------+
>Pulling onto your street you spot it, and your heart jumps in your chest.

>A Pioneer-Standard delivery truck! Parked right in front of your house!

>After weeks of waiting, your personal robot is finally here!

>You slip into your driveway and chirp your tires in your hurry to stop, jumping out of the wagon before it even has time to stop rocking.

>You’d had to wait even longer than you would’ve if you’d had a reasonable work schedule, they planned on delivering it midday on Wednesday, but you wouldn’t have been there to receive it. Even if you were, it would’ve sat in the box until Saturday night anyway.

>You walked right up to the truck, climbed the drivers side step, and gave the window a tap.

>The deliveryman awoke with a start, clearly having fallen asleep waiting on you to come out and sign something.

>He cranked down his window and, with annoyance only thinly veiled by professionalism, beamed a customer service smile.

>”Hello Mr. Mous!” He asked, almost through his teeth. “Why didn’t you answer the door?”

>”I wasn’t actually home, I did write to be here at 6:00 sharp, didn’t I?” You replied with your own thinly veiled annoyance.

>”You did? My boss told me to be here at 4:30.” He said, confused.

>”Not on my instructions, he didn’t. At least you got a good nap out of it, eh?”

>”Suppose I did.” He said, unclipping his seatbelt. “Let’s get ‘er unloaded and you on your way huh?”

>”Sounds good to me.” You said before stepping down and waiting for him to lead you to the back.

>What followed was a fairly simple delivery, you and the deliveryman strapping a box the size of a small refrigerator to the business end of a dolly, stacking all the little extra goodies on top and rolling it down the ramp straight into your mudroom.

>The only real bothersome part was all the release forms and checklists you had to sign off.

>You’d expected a general release of liability just by the nature of the thing, but you almost considered calling your lawyer to make sure you weren’t somehow selling your soul.

>If you were, you would at least have this fancy new piece of America's finest engineering to make it worth it.

>Speaking of, let’s pop some boxes open!

>You started with some of the smaller ones, surely you would at least need to set up a charging stand before turning it on. Plus, you were curious what parts you were given with the “Enthusiast” replacements package.

>You flicked open your pocketknife and attacked the smallest first, opening it with the finesse that ordering countless hobby parts as a kid gave you..

>It was just a few bags of bolts, fittings, and rubber gaskets.

>Probably quite useful, but not very interesting.

>Next up was a very dense box, with not much jingling around in it.

>Opening it revealed two identical boxes labeled O68 OPTIC and one labeled G67 GYRO

>So its eyes and something to keep it balanced then. Neat!

>Next, another small box labeled ‘Accessory’.

>It contained, unsurprisingly, accessories.

>A car charger. Not one of those cheap cigarette lighter doohickeys, but a pack that hooked in right under the hood. Very useful for road trips, you were sure.

>There was a light green maid’s uniform, a teal sundress, and a pair of overalls with a sky blue t-shirt. High quality outfits, for something you would've thought had clothes permanently attached.

>As you fished around the very bottom of the tightly packed parts box, you fished out something a bit odd.

>Some square patches of what appeared to be black and white fur.

>And next to them, what you could only describe as a bottle brush black tail, and pointy black cat’s ears.

>Must be someone out from the funny-farm early working in their packaging department.

>In your excitement the find is immediately thrown out in favor of more interesting endeavors.

>You pack up the accessories and all the parts, and open up one of the two large charging stations.

>It’s a fairly simple device, just a sturdy metal circle with two contacts sticking out of it. You guessed that she stepped into it and charged from her feet.

>You plug it in, and the stylized blue ring around the contraption lights up.

>'I still got it.' You think to yourself.

>Which just leaves the final, and most important box.

>You unhook the sturdy metal bands keeping it in shape, cutting the dotted line near the bottom, and lifted it up and over.

>The agonizing wait was over! It was…

>A white sheet. Covering the thing you actually wanted to see.

>You tugged at the white sheet.

>The excitement that had filled your chest dropped immediately into disbelief.

>Seems that the whole damn company belonged in the funny-farm.

>”What the hell!?”






      

  












      Chapter 3
  








  >”Are you people insane? Did the way I wrote my address on the order form make me look like a skunkfucker or something?”

>”S-sir, I’m not even sure what that means!” The rep stuttered.

>”Then get someone on the line who does!” You say with finality, tired of dealing with someone who clearly has no answers for you.

>”A-alright sir, I’ll put you on hold and get the head of the sales department on. Does that sound OK?”

>They’ve been bouncing you around the lines for what feels like hours now, but you don’t have a clock in your den to know just how much of your life you’re not getting back.

>”Freaking dandy.” you huff.

>The line clicks and the sudden intrusion of soothing jazz tones corrodes your sanity further.

>You take the handset off your ear, laying it face down on the table as you pinch the bridge of your nose.

>Taking a deep breath, you lower your hand to the mint green owners manual.

>The cover depicts a stylized black and white cat robot with bright yellow glowing eye screens.

>Not the color that you’d imagined for their eyes, but it could’ve been anything on that old black and white tube.

>Just like how you hadn’t imagined she would be a cat.

>Not even one of those ‘catgirls’ that the Japanese were fond of, but the full nine lives. Button nose, tiny fangs, ears, tail and all.

>They’d left normal hands on it, but you supposed it would need them to do much of anything.

>It also had long, flowing black hair that you would’ve found very nice on a girl.

>But, unfortunately, still a cat.

>You turned back to the booklet and opened it to the first page.

>’Thank you for purchasing a fine Pioneer-Standard home product!’

>Right.

>You skip all the thanking nonsense, and single out the beginning of the actual manual.

>’So you bought yourself an Electroluxe?’

>Sure did! You sneer in your mind with the most mocking tone you can imagine.

>’There are many things a new Electroluxe owner should know before waking up their unit for the first time.’”

>’The most important being, your Electroluxe home companion is personalized! [SHE] is the only one on this earth named [JULIE] with [BLACK] hair!

>”Julie, huh? Not a bad name…”

>You heard a soft click, and looked back to the fuzzy robot.

>But nothing changed.

>Must be the house settling or something.

>You return your attention to the manual.

>’Besides that, there are a few important steps that should be taken before you wake them!’

>’First: Make sure that your included charging dock is secured, and plugged in to any standard 120 volt wall outlet.’

>Check.

>’Second: Make sure their vision is unobstructed. Electroluxe housekeepers have a tendency to become confused if their eyes are working, but can’t see anything.’

>That’s a little concerning, but check.

>’Third: Make sure to give them plenty of space to get oriented! Electroluxe housekeepers may be compact, but they still need plenty of room to find their bearings!’

>Hopefully your den is big enough for that.

>’Once you’ve completed these steps, [JULIE] is ready to be powered on! Just say: “[JULIE], wake up!” and watch the magic happen!’

>Yeah right. Maybe when we get this whole ‘cat’ thing sorted out.

>Speaking of, you can hear a faint voice tweeting out of the handset.

>Picking it up, you put it to your ear, and ready yourself for a customer service nightmare yet again.

>”Hello-hello! Anyone still on this line?”

>”Yeah I’m here.” You respond to the chipper voice.

>”Great! My names Gary Neintach and I am the head of sales here at Pioneer-Standard Northwest. What’s your name, son?”

>”Anon Mous.”

>”Pleasure to meet, Anon!” He said, the sounds of lightning fast typing just barely leaking through to your ears.

>”I see that you’ve recently purchased a Super Deluxe model PS-68 Electroluxe housekeeper. I would offer my congratulations, but its seems you’re having some problems. May I ask what’s the matter?”

>”It’s a cat.”

>”I’m sorry?” He confusedly replied.

>”It’s a cat, Gary.” You deadpan with fake chipper in your voice. “A robot cat standing in my living room.”

>Silence.

>”That’s… a little odd.”

>”You read my mind.”

>”Can I ask the sex, hair color, and name of the unit you have?”

>”Female, Black, Julie.”

>The typing through the phone grew faster and louder.

>The soft click behind you went ignored yet again.

>”Alrighty. And have you told Julie to wake up yet?”

>”No, I haven’t told her to wake up.”

>”Well, you can rest easy knowing that you can trust your eyes. Says here that Julie was accessorized in the image of a bicolor cat.”

>”Why?” You carefully ask, not entirely sure if you want the answer.

>”Such information is private and belongs to Julie’s intended owner.” He said stiffly.

>Well, that answers that.

>”What kind of nut buys a robot meant to look like a cat, anyway? The idea alone makes me a little sick to my stomach.”

>”Unfortunately also private.” He said.

>The line went silent as you both couldn’t think of anything to say.

>”Well, now what?”

>Gary took the opening to try to allay your concerns.

>“Luckily, since she’s never been powered on, and therefore hasn’t ‘imprinted’ on you, so to speak…”

>”Don’t-” You quickly interrupt. “Don’t use the word ‘imprinted’ please.”

>...Sorry.” He sighed into the handset.

>”Since she hasn’t marked you as her owner,” He said, emphasizing the change in phrasing. “You’re safe to box her back up and wait on the next available return truck.”

>”Great, and how long would I have to wait for return shipping and a different Electroluxe?”

>”The logistics manager is getting back to me on that first part, but I can let you know that unfortunately the Super Deluxes were a very limited run, and a replacement would end up being you waiting for next year’s model.”

>”Damn. That's a long wait for something I spent six cars worth of money on. Is there any way we could just have a body kit delivered, or send it in to have it’s cosmetics replaced?”

>”Unfortunately that’s not an option. Sixty-eights go through a lot of training to prepare for life in the homes of their new owners, and they have plenty of time to get accustomed to the way they look.”

>”You’re telling me that’s not something you can just reprogram?”

>”Unfortunately no, their programming isn’t really all that structural. It mostly just pokes their intelligence core to do things rather than acting as a list of everything they do like in older models. They work exactly like we do, just railroaded.”

>”So what’s my course of action here?”

>”Being honest? Just send her back and wait for the other guy to complain about him getting the wrong one, or wait until next years model. Both would take about the same amount of time.”

>”God dammit.”

>”I wish I had more to offer you.” He says solemnly. “Actually, could a couple hundred bucks in compensation help at all?”

>”You know Gary, I don’t really want the money back. I’m just going to get her back in the box and wait for a letter. Sound good?”

>”Works for me. I’ll go ahead and get started with this return filing and get logistics on that letter for you.”

>“Thank you.” You reply before remembering how you started the call.

>“Oh, could you tell that customer service woman I apologize? I was really worked up and kind of took it out on her.’

>”Of course I can, and I’m sure she’ll be happy to hear that. Have a nice day.”

>”You too, bye.”

>You sigh, shoulders slumping as you drop the handset into it’s cradle.

>Well, at least the wait is over.

>All you have to do now is pack it back up and wait.

>Again.

>You rest your head on the desk for a short time, frustrated.
+------------+
>It’s gone.

>It’s fucking gone.

>You turned your back for five minutes and the damned robot turned on and skittered off.

>Why did it even do that? You didn’t tell it to wake up yet.

>Either way, staring like a drooling moron at an empty box isn’t going to solve your problem.

>You plod over to your mudroom window, pushing the dusty curtain out of the way to take a careful look up and down your block.

>The dim sodium streetlamps that dot the neighborhood do little to light up the way.

>But even with the poor visibility, it doesn’t seem like it’s outside.

>That would be very hard to explain to your neighbors.

>Oh, nothing serious, just a robot cat woman in a frilly maid outfit that was sent to me by mistake.

>The thought made your skin crawl.

>You continued looking.

>Nothing in the kitchen.

>Not in the den anymore, obviously.

>Nor the garage, backyard, or laundry room.

>Where the hell could it have even gone? Why would it go anywhere?

>You're getting a bit frustrated and concerned by the time you finish searching the ground floor.

>Your first clue comes when you find a fuzzy black triangle resting at the bottom of your stairs.

>Picking it up, you can tell it’s definitely an ear.

>Just like the one in the accessories box.

>That’s weird, you taped that box back up.

>And another one further up the stairs.

>By the time you reach your bedroom door following tiny tufts of black fuzz you hear faint crying.

>That doesn’t seem right. Why would they program them to do that?

>You twist the doorknob, and step into your bedroom.

>Could’ve sworn I heard crying in here.

>The muffled sound of someone screaming into a pillow emanates from your closet.

>Ah.

>You slowly walk to your closet door.

>Putting your hand against the handle, you hesitate.

>Gary said that they’re just like people.

>Perhaps you should try treating her like one, instead of barging in just to shut her off.

>”Julie?” You ask the door.

>The crying pauses, the only thing you hear for a long moment is labored… breathing?

>They breathe? These things keep getting more and more interesting by the second.

>That’s besides the point.

>”I’m coming in, okay?” You continue.

>”N-n- Please! Just L-leave me in here and I won’t be your problem anymore!”

>The tiny pang of guilt grew.

>”I’m coming in now.”

>You try to twist the knob.

>It slips in your hand.

>”Julie, unlock the door please.”

>”J-just l-let me-” She tried to reply, her ‘breath’ hitching her to a sobbing standstill.

>”Julie. Please open the door.”

>The soft whimpers behind the door grow quiet, but not gone.

>”I-I’m sorry.” She apologizes, fumbling with the lock.

>Swinging the door open, you take in the sight of the poor thing.

>Both of her ears are gone, and her now deep blue eye screens look up at you, a mix of fear and sadness that brutalizes the now much bigger pocket of guilt in your core.

>Her previously mint green sleeves were dampened to the same navy shade.

>A selfish part in the back of your mind hopes that you don’t have to refill something for that.

>God, why would they design them to look so pitiful. Is it just to make you feel like even more of a bastard than you are?

>The hell does she even need tears for?

>”I know *hic* I disgust you.” She chokes out. “Please, just tell me to wipe my core so you don’t have to deal with me.”

>”I’m not disgusted by you.” You say sincerely. “And I don’t like the sound of that second part. No.”

>”I know that’s n-not true.” She spat, wrapping her arms around herself. “You said so on the phone. I heard it.”

>She looked away as her eyes smoothly shifted to a hazy purple, her colorless ‘eyelids’ slanting in a cartoonish frustrated look.

>You could have died from cuteness, if not for circumstances.

>”I was not talking about you.” You insist more forcefully, pointing a finger at her. “You did nothing wrong.”

>You kneel down to her level, and put a hand on her shoulder.

>She seems to calm a bit, waiting for what you have to say.

>Her catlike face just doesn’t look quite right without the ears, does it?

>You sigh.

>”Look…” You start, not really sure exactly where you're going, but talking anyway.

>”I was really not expecting what I saw when I opened that box. I got spooked and said some things I probably shouldn’t have when I thought you couldn’t hear me. That was wrong of me.”

>She rested her hands in her lap, her eyes still buzzing in purple, but more softly.

>The cartoonish angry slant of her eye screens made you feel just as scorned as when your mother scolded you as a kid.

>Didn’t make it any less adorable.

>”And when I said that thought made me sick to my stomach, I meant whoever bought you. It’s just not something I could see someone in their right mind doing. I’m sorry.”

>She huffed, and her eyes shifted back to a sad cool blue.

>”I’m sorry, too.” she said “I shouldn’t have ran away.”

>Was that really so wrong of her?

>You should tell her she didn’t do anything wrong.

>”Can we just start over?” You ask.

>”Please.” She whispered, not meeting your gaze.

>”I’m Anon. Welcome to my home.” you say, extending your hand.

>”J-julie. It’s nice to meet you, Anon.”

>After shaking her hand, you held up the one holding her ears.

>”So how do these go in?”

>Turns out, very simply.

>You just put the shiny metal pegs into the shiny metal sockets.

>Months of preschool training put to good use!

>Each gave a surprisingly hearty clunk when she locked them into place.

>’Like a masterlock.’ she says.

>Neat.

>”There, better?”

>”Thank you Anon.” She replies shyly, softly running her jointed fingers along an ear.

>A short, disconcerting silence takes over the cramped space.

>You break it quickly, before the awkwardness can simmer into real discomfort.

>”Why don’t I show you around, eh?” You say, offering your hand to the now much calmer robot.

>”It’s almost 11:00 sir. I wouldn’t want to keep you from sleep for my benefit.” She says, rubbing her hands together nervously.

>”Oh.” Your eyebrows jump in surprise.

>You really did need to get a watch. That phone call really ate four hours of your life while you weren't looking.

>”Tomorrow’s my day off anyway, it’s no trouble.”

>”I really must insist, the key to a long happy life is good sleep!” She says with what you can only describe as the fakest chipper you’ve ever seen.

>Maybe she just needs some time.

“Well I suppose that gives you plenty of time to charge up then. Big house, lots of ground to cover.”

>You shake your hand a little with a smile, and she hesitantly takes it

>”I’ll show you your room as a sneak peek tonight, what do you say?”

>Her eyes blinked at your hand around hers, flickering from deep blue to a more subdued sky hue.

>She looks back up at you, and you pull her up.

>Even after all that, she puts on the tiniest of smiles.

>Yeah. Some time should do it.

>”Okay.”






      

  












      Chapter 4
  








  >You awoke from yet another dreamless, rock-like slumber.
>Sleep tended to be like that now. Seemed even your brain had little enough energy to make up something interesting most of the time.
>But dreamless was always the most satisfying.
>You actually managed to wake up feeling somewhat refreshed, which was rare these days.
>The heavy oak bedset creaked quietly as you rolled your legs off it and stood.
>Even the constant stiffness in your back was fairly muted.
>Not even five whole minutes awake, and it was shaping up to be a good day.
>You did a few quick morning stretches.
>Trying to touch your toes caused an almost excruciating tugging sensation in your heels.
>But less so than yesterday.
>Progress!
>Speaking of progress, you decided to get all of your chores out of the way as soon as possible.
>Hopefully you’d make a few hours to play around with one of the many projects you’ve been neglecting.
>You tried to forget that you told yourself that every weekend as you trudged down your stairs to the life giving percolator.
>You pulled your favorite employee gift mug out from the cupboard, smirking tiredly at the ‘Employee Of The Month, November 1968 – Anon Mous’ Engraved into the side.
>Damn right.
>You poured some coffee into it and took a tentative sip.
>Ah, just hot enough. Good day indeed.
>You looked down into your mug, then out to your slightly overgrown backyard.
>Perhaps today was the day you would have to do some trimming, spring has been sprung for a while now.
>the slight shagginess doesn’t stop the bountiful blooms of roses and cherry flowers from being nice, though.
>You cupped the mug with both hands and sipped again.
>Yep.
>Wait, how is there already coffee?
>You looked back down.
>A perfectly brewed cup stared silently back at you.
>Couldn’t have been from last night, if you had left the percolator on all night you’d have been smoked out before you’d even gotten to sleep.
>Plus, why the hell would you be making coffee before bed?
>This is weird.
>You look around your kitchen.
>Doesn’t look too burglarized.
>Looks a bit cleaner than usual, but you did that.
>That at least would change when you got your new robot.
>What a great day that’ll be.
>You rubbed an eye with your free hand.
>Wait, wasn’t that yesterday?
>Oh, right.
>Julie.
>You nod in acceptance, taking another sip from your beloved mug.
>She must have made it for you.
>Amazing how she already knew when you’d wake up.
>You should thank her, she probably needs it.
>But that begs the question.
>Where is she?
>Given that you probably passed right by her in your sleepy haze, you simply retraced your steps back up the stairs, stopping when you hit your bedroom.
>Maybe she had gone there to wake you up or something after she made the coffee and somehow you missed eachother.
>Nope, just your bed.
>Maybe you should get more furniture. It’s spartan in there, even by your standards.
>Then the spare room.
>You knocked. No response.
>Then opened the door.
>Just a bedroom, even more barren than yours, with a charging pad in one corner, and some boxes in the other, exactly how you left it.
>Other than how the pad was now bereft of cat.
>Hm. Must be downstairs doing something already.
>Eventually, you had searched almost your entire house.
>You couldn’t find hide nor hair of the bot.
>Hopefully she didn’t just decide to take off in the night.
>A robot with an advertised ‘20 mile range!’ would just barely make it out of town before running out of battery.
>You absentmindedly wondered what a cop would think of that.
>On your trip to the mudroom to look outside, you spotted something strange in the den.
>Did you really close that box back up?
>Seems like a waste of time.
>Either way, since you were on your way to the front door you might as well take some trash with you.
>Your brain gets jolted when the light force you expect to lift the box with doesn’t budge it at all.
>Why the hell is this heavy? Did you forget an extra charging pad in there or something?
>You toss the top half of the box off again.
>A suspiciously cat robot shaped sheet lies beneath.
>Well, that explains that.
>Pulling the sheet off, you almost expect Julie to be smiling at you, like this is some dumb joke or something.
>But her eyes are completely off, and she’s back in the neutral hands folded pose she was in when you opened the box yesterday.
>the only difference is her previously perfectly straight black hair is just the tiniest bit
>You snap your fingers in front of her face.
>Nothing.
>She really did just pack herself back up.
>Great sign.
>”Julie, wake up.” You say.
>Her eyes blink back to life, and you offer a smile that doesn’t feel like it reaches your eyes.
>”Hey Julie.”
>”H-hi Anon.”
>You search her eyes for a bit.
>You find very little, other than that they are a very faint ice blue now.
>As well as the slightest blush glowing from her fuzzy cheeks.
>”Ready to see the house?”
>She nods.
+------------+
>You never thought that a house tour could be anything other than boring, But this was almost embarrassing.
>You had taken care to clean a bit more thoroughly in the weeks before she arrived, but it seems that every time you brought her to a new room there was some mess that you had forgotten on your last Sunday cleaning bender.
>She rarely said much of anything, just looked around and listened to you ramble on about the features in your fancy new construction ranch house.
>You couldn’t read any judgment from her.
>Or much of anything, really.
>Didn’t stop you from judging yourself for not wiping down the pantry shelves, or forgetting to dust the bookcase.
>God, maybe you really were turning into your parents.
>Mom always was a stickler for things to be pristine.
>You wondered what Julie thought.
>Nothing good, if her lack of response other than “Mhm.” or “Okay.” was any indication.
>She did have a couple small reactions, if you could call them that.
>When you were showing her the refrigerator, she seemed almost… Surprised? Her eyes blinked bright green, almost blending in with her dress for just a moment until she realized you were looking at her. They went back to a cool white right after, looking deeply into the open dishwasher.
>Not with longing or anything, seemingly just to avoid your gaze.
>Surely somewhere in the manual there would be something detailing what the eye colors mean.
>Emotions, obviously. The blue made sense, but you had no idea what green was supposed to mean.
>Something for another time, in any case.
>She would stare out into the backyard any chance she got, with you absentmindedly walking ahead without her a few times.
>You decided to go off track and take a quick stroll
>The laundry room was also not in the best of condition, with your heavy (and acid stained) work gear from earlier today sitting untouched on the floor.
>You hoped you didn’t come off as a slob.
>She just looked at the machines as you explained the intricacies of cleaning battery acid off of canvas.
>Every step you took and every room you showed off was just another opportunity for you to babble to a robot who clearly wasn’t in the mood.
>You almost considered calling it a night and just getting her other charging station set up in a spare bedroom somewhere, when she stopped in front of you, just staring into your eyes as if she was just about to say something.
>For way too long.
>Is this hallway shrinking?
>”Heh, is there something on my face?” You joke nervously.
>she looked away for a split second.
>”Anon?” She asks meekly, readjusting the mint green frills on her uniform.
>”Y-yes Julie?”
>”Why did you wake me up?”
>What?
>”What?”
>”What do you mean why? It was time for the house tour!” You said with manufactured chipper.
>”That too. Why even show me your house?”
>You did your best to keep up the clueless act.
>”Well, if you’re going to be staying here yo-”
>”Exactly! Shouldn’t you just be trying to send me back? I’m not the model you ordered.”
>She fretfully adjusted a stray lock of her hair.
>”I powered down in the box to make it easier, you know? No goodbye necessary, just some tape and I’d end up wherever I was needed.”
>”Not just for you, but for me. I don’t want to miss y- this place. It hurts bad enough knowing I have to go back… That I was part of a mistake.”
>Oh. Right.
>The whole reason you’d made that phone call earlier.
>That whole ‘sending her back’ plan kind of just dropped from your mind when you found her crying in your room.
>There's some truth to the adage that ‘No plan survives first contact with the adorable cat robot!’
>Or something to that effect, you weren’t listening very well when your father told you that one.
>The ‘right’ thing from the outside looking in was to send her to her rightful owner.
>But you’d already turned her on right?
>Phrasing.
>Didn’t that guy on the phone tell you that once she had mapped a household and owner that she couldn’t be reprogrammed?
>God what was his name? Just last night you’d talked to him and it was already gone.
>Didn’t matter, he would probably call back at some point anyway.
>Maybe you had gotten a little overexcited with the house tour, but it didn’t feel right to send her back now.
>God, this would’ve been so much easier if you had just bought the stupid self driving vacuum instead.
>It was at this moment you realized you haven't said anything for quite some time.
>”Well, uh…” You trailed.
>Her calm yet somehow hard scanline stare wasn’t helping you come up with the right answer.
>”You don’t have to lie to me you know. I’m a big girl, I can handle it.”
>You refrain from mentioning that she is not a big girl in the slightest.
>Tom’s youngest was probably half a head taller.
>Turning your head away and huffing deeply, you decide you don’t want to put up the energy of pretending that last night didn’t happen if she doesn’t.
>”Fine, you want the awful truth?” You say, leaning against the hallway wall.
>Her eyes flash orange for a split second at your sudden change in expression, and she backs up a little.
>”Even if I wanted to ‘get rid of you’ I wouldn't be able to.” You explain, airquoting.
>”W-what?”
>”You’ve been activated in my home.”
>Her eye screens ‘furrow’ her blank space eyelids, confused.
>”What does that even mean? Just turn me off and send me back.” They blink to a soft red as she crosses her arms.
>Is her tail swishing the back of her uniform like that?
>”I. Don’t. Want. to.” You say, emphasizing each word with pointed gestures.
>”...Yes you do.” She says under her breath, delicate fists clenching.
>You just barely stopped yourself from saying ‘nuh-uh’ like a schoolboy, and ran a calloused hand down your face to cool off a bit.
”Why can’t you just accept the fact that I don’t want to send you back? It’s not happening.” You shoot, and cross your arms.
>Silence.
>You glare at her for just a bit, kind of expecting an answer.
>Her eyes shift to orange as she looks at the floor.
>”What do I have to do to prove it to you, huh?”
>Her expression looked almost guilty to you. But how could you know what she was actually feeling with the color?
>You sigh at the pitiful display.
>”That guy I was talking to on the phone said as long as you weren’t active you could be sent back.” You finished with a wide gesture towards her.
>”Now I’m not a genius robot repairman, but I’d say you seem pretty active to me.”
>She rubbed one of her dress buttons between fingers.
>”I… Didn’t know that.”
>”Neither did I, until…” You look over at the wall clock “Twelve hours or so ago?”
>”S-so I’m staying here?” She says, looking at you with eyes slowly, almost tentatively shifting to yellow.
>You really need to check the manual again to learn what the colors mean.
>”Yep, you’re stuck with me.” You deadpan.
>She looks nervously around the room, her folded hands trembling in front of her body.
>”I…” She chokes.
>She slumps against the wall, bringing her hands up to cover her face.
>A few hitched sobs muffle through her fingers.
>You furrow your brow in frustration.
>You really didn’t think you were quite that bad of company.
>”Wha-”
>Suddenly you're practically tackled by a white and black blur.
>You have to take a few steps back to regain your balance as the catgirl clings to you.
>”Oh… kay.” You said in a taut voice, hovering your arms over her.
>Her sudden, pitched sobs died down to sniffles and squeaks after a little while.
>”T-thank you…”
>This girl was mad at you for not sending her away mere seconds ago.
>On, off.
>Hot, cold.
>Stay, go.
>Perhaps dad was right about you never learning to fully understand them.
>She really is just like a person.
>”You’re welcome..?” You almost ask, tentatively returning her embrace.
>She hums, rubbing her face into your chest.
>You’re not sure how to feel about it.
>She seems to suddenly realize what she’s doing and almost flings herself off of you.
>Her cheeks flush pink, but her eyes stay yellow.
>the only thought that stays in your mind is how warm that felt.
>You slowly lower your arms, looking quizzically at the beet red cat.
>Are there lights under her cheeks doing that? How does a blush that strong make it past fur?
>You should probably say something.
>”Hey, everything is going to work out, alright?” You offer. ”I’m not getting rid of you.”
>She smiles happily through the deep pink.
>”Do you want to go see my favorite room?”
>She nods like before, but with more enthusiasm.






      

  












      Chapter 5
  








  >It was time to show your new housemate the best room in the house.
>The garage!
>You opened the door and waved her through.
>She smiled and nodded, before you followed her into your shop.
>It was rare that you ever got to properly enjoy the wonders held in this room.
>You were too busy keeping your house from being a biohazard most of the time.
>On the front wall lied your tool hangar, and workbench. There were a couple small bits and bobs lying around on it, but nothing of too much importance.
>Julie rubbed her hands together at the soot covered and oily car parts, clearly not wanting anything to do with them.
>Or maybe she wanted them clean.
>On the far side wall were your shelves.
>Not shelves of anything in particular, just whatever crap you weren’t using at the moment that didn’t have it’s own place.
>Camping gear, spare quilts (thank you grandma), generator, old pots and pans, fishing gear.
>Julie didn’t seem very excited about that, either.
>But as for the middle of the room, well.
>It was the room that housed your most beloved possesion.
>A mechanical beast so powerful it had to be run on 105 octane dragons blood.
>A vehicle that burned so much rubber it was it’s own emissions scandal.
>”Cute car.”
>What?
>”What?”
>”The family wagon. I like it.”
>For a moment, you can do nothing but blink at the comment.
>Your rat rod just got called cute by a 5 foot tall cat robot.
>Maybe a bit shorter actually...
>What is the world coming to?
>”I prefer the term ‘sinister.’”
>”Sinister? It’s just painted red. Mostly.”
>Okay, maybe your parent’s old Model A wasn’t a drag strip killer yet, but it wasn’t cute. Come on.
>You feel a strong urge to protect your masculinity, and the car’s wickedness.
>”Cute huh? I’ll show you cute.”
>You open the passenger door, Julie flashed green at the sparse and dusty interior.
>The cartoonish widening of her eyes almost made you burst out in laughter right then and there.
>”What, too gross for you?”
>”I-It’s a little dusty.”
>You chuckle, and walk around the hood.
>“Hop in.” you say, gesturing to the passenger door.
>”W-what? Are you sure?” She asks.
>”Yep!” you grunt as you drag yourself into the low drivers seat.
>Even as you slide the key into the ignition, she just looks into the cab in confusion.
>Her eyes flash orange when the throaty growl of a high compression V8 fills the room.
>You didn’t know they could even look that big, or that her ears could flatten themselves to her head like that.
>She slinks back to the hallway door, jumping with every rev as you keep the cold engine from stalling.
>The revs become shorter and lighter as the you let the choke out, and before long the car’s idling all by itself.
>Now you can work on convincing the terrified kitty to take a ride.
>”C’mon, she don’t bite!” You call out over the still very loud engine.
>”I think she’s sinister now Anon! I think I’ll stay here while you go drive that thing!” She chirps nervously, hiding her body halfway behind the door.
>You chuckle again, shaking your head at the display.
>The smell of unburnt gas and fumes starts to fill the garage as you wave her in. Time to open the door before you start getting too high.
>Her eye screens flick over to the garage door as it rolls itself open, the bright morning sun streaking from the exhaust fumes as it slowly creeps into the garage.
>”How about a tour of the town, huh?” You shout, pointing a thumb over your shoulder at the bright light of the outside world.
>She carefully plods over to the still open passenger door, looking out the garage door every couple steps, before returning her full attention to the car.
>Her footfalls are light and smooth, like she’s trying not to set off the growling beast.
>Cute car my ass.
>”W-why don’t we just take your other car? I’ll have just as much fun!” She yells into the cab, smiling nervously, tiny hands gripping the passenger doorframe for dear life.
>”No you won’t!” You say, tapping the gas.
>Julie’s wide orange displays search your eyes for a moment, before she pops the door.
>You pat the bucket seat, the thick cloud of dust inviting her causing Julie to go green again.
>She materializes a feather duster, and quickly brushes out the cloth seat.
>you lean as far back into your door as you can, the tan smokescreen making your sinuses tingle without even being in the thick of it.
>She slips into the passenger seat, eye screens nervously flitting around as you strap her in.
>Before you can sit back into your own seat, she grabs the arm that pressed the buckle together.
>”If I get scared, you’ll stop for me right?” She says with an adorably pitiful expression.
>You ignore it fine, you’ve got nieces and nephews that try pulling that stuff every time you see them.
>”You won’t want to do that, trust me.” You say, grunting as you tug the last strap tight before flopping back into your own seat.
>”Please?”
>You look back at the very prim and proper looking cat, about to tell her to stiffen that upper lip.
>She looked even more small and adorable with the large, rugged harness holding her into the bucket seat. Would’ve made you grin if not for the new look she was throwing at you.
>You didn’t imagine those scanline eyes could pull off a perfect kicked puppy look, but there it is.
>Big, blue screens begging you to do what she says.
>You feel your confidence crumbling. Those kids have nothing on this damned catgirl.
>”Fine, fine! Jeez, you’re gonna kill me with that look.”
>Her eyes turn back to yellow, and she flashes a tiny fanged smile at a job well done.
>Damn. You’d known her for what, a day and a half..? And she could already pull your heartstrings like that?
>You would say you were getting weak in old age, but you weren’t even that old yet.
>Either way, the smug look is wiped off when you let the clutch out and start backing out into the neighborhood.
>The car lurches with every revolution of the engine, fussy at low RPM’s.
>You tap the hard bakelite dash playfully.
>Don’t worry girl, we’ll go plenty fast soon enough.
>Julie’s hair shakes in time with the grumble of the engine, her bangs slowly jostling to cover her bright orange eyes.
>You cant help but chuckle every time you twist your head to see your surroundings, Julie trying to readjust her hair every time it floats onto her face.
>The tiniest embarrassed smirk lights up alongside her cheeks.
>You shift into gear and smoothly accelerate out of your neighborhood.
+------------+
>You’ve managed to contain yourself just enough to keep Julie from flinging herself out the window.
>But only just enough.
>You let a tiny bit more throttle out than you meant to crossing over the creek running through your neighborhood, and she practically jumped through her seatbelt when the tires chirped.
>Didn’t immediately tell you to stop so she could get out and walk home, so that’s already a good sign.
>Probably less that she’s not terrified of the car after this little bit of driving, but just too interested in marveling at the landscape.
>Meadow Falls is a beautiful town after all, it sprung up with the logging industry years ago. It was already a beautiful town when you were born and there were only three thousand people living here.
>Your classmates and you were all pretty much destined to work in that mill until you hit sophomore year and RCA built one of it’s most important industrial battery plants up by the old quarry.
>A slick haired man had strolled right into your classroom Junior year and offered anyone who’d raised their hand five bills and a new after school activity.
>Your homeroom teacher almost ripped her hair out at the intrusion, and practically beat him to death with a broom.
>Needless to say, you went to high school with almost a quarter of that factory.
>Everyone else was a bunch of out of town transplants, but it had a strong spirit, and it’s nearly two thousand new residents changed to fit the town, not the other way around.
>Julie poked her head out the window to gawk at one of the ornate flowerbeds in front of a comparably quaint house.
>Vibrant blues, reds, greens, and every other natural color in between
>”You like those? Mrs. Abelson only does native plants in her garden.”
>She flicked an ear in your direction, but otherwise kept her gaze glued to the flowers.
>”They’re pretty.” She sighed, propping her head on hands folded over the doorframe.
“They only ever had daisies and tulips back where I came from.”
>”Just the two? Sounds like it could get stale after a while.” You say.
>”A- a little.” She admitted quietly, almost to quiet to hear over the idling engine. “They’re nice, but nothing like having so many different colors.”
>A calm silence falls over the car.
>Well, as close to silence as there can be with an idling engine two feet from your knees.
>Her slow breaths almost seemed wistful, like she saw an old friend in Abelson’s flowerbed.
>“You see those thin red ones over there?”
>”Yeah?” Her eyes quickly snap from light blue to yellow when she turns around.
>Hm.
>”Those are Indian Paintbrushes. They used to put those in salad back before the settlers came here.”
>”They’re so pretty, I wouldn’t want to eat them.”
>”Me neither. I’ve always thought about putting some in but never got around to it.”
>Julie instantly flipped around in her seat and got her face just a bit close for comfort.
>”I can do it!”
>Leaning back in your seat a little, you reply.
>”I’ll have to figure out a way to introduce you sometime, there’s nothing the towns crazy grandma would love more than talking flowers with a cat…” You stroke your chin. “She might already do that, actually.”
>She giggled, and you let the clutch back out to pull onto main.
>Her bangs were once again thrown in every direction, now by the wind.
>’Course, with such a tight grip on the seat there was nothing she could do but sit and stare wide eyed at the road through the hairstorm.
>You were only going five over.
>In a twenty five.
>”Cmon Julie, ease up!” You lightly chide the seized robot. “You’re missing out on the nicest part of town.”
>She just barely moves her head in your direction, still trying to stare a hole in the road.
>The whole strip is nice and calm. Perfect time to get Julie used to the small town atmosphere without too much trouble.
>You sigh, lightly pumping the brakes to pull over.
>Her trance abruptly ends when the car rocks to a still.
>”Alright, let’s hop out and walk.”
>”Huh-wha..?”
>”You heard me, lets go for a stroll.” You say, jamming your thumb into the button to pop apart your harness.
>Her screens scan your eyes as you twist your body to face her.
>”B-but won’t people ask questions?” She says, idly fiddling with a shoulder strap while you try to undo the button on her harness.
>”First of all, I’ve never much been one to care what most people-” You grunt. “-think of me.” You say, trying different angles to get the now very seized button to press free.
>The button finally clicks off and you help Julie throw the straps over.
>She looks down in disgust at the dusty strap marks covering her uniform
>”Plus, anybody worth a damn is in church right now.”
>She shoots you a sharp, surprised look as you get out of the car and walk to the sidewalk.
>She steps her own way out of the car, shoes clicking on the sidewalk.
>You didn’t even notice she was wearing shoes before.
>They’re neat though, mint colored bow flats to match the stylish shirt-dress.
>Whoever did the clothes for these machines definitely deserved some kind of award.
>”This might be a bit strange to say, but I really like your outfit.”
>She looks at you even more strangely.
>You offer her your arm, but she just shakes her head with a small,  and walks ahead.
>”What? Was it something I said?”
>”Maybe.” She says, still walking as you pace to catch up to her.
>”Hey, if it wasn’t cool to comment on your outfit like that I’m so-”
>”No, no! Not that.” She says, blushing slightly while rubbing her cheek. “I… Thank you, I got to pick the color myself.”
>You exchange a friendly look, before you speak again.
>”Mint’s a nice color...”
>The difficult expression returned as Julie carefully sat on a street side bench and looked up into the late morning sky.
>”...So what did I say?”
>”I think you’re worth a ‘damn’ anon.” She said, the curse stilted as though it was from a foreign language.
>”Oh, that line? I just meant that pretty much everyone would be gone.” You said, sitting down next to her.
>”In my head I know that. But I can’t stand to hear you talk about yourself like that.”
>For a moment, you just watch the petals fall from the decorative trees lining the road.
>The airy white flecks land on the few cars dotting the street, a mellow cacophony of rustles the only thing you can hear in the sleeping street.
>It’s always been a wonderful place to relax for someone who could never make it to church.
>You try not to think about what a nightmare getting all that crap off of your own car will be, and just enjoy the warm breeze.
>”I didn’t mean nothing by it, don’t you worry.” You say.
>”I know it’s stupid, it’s just…” She sighed. “I had a friend, who used to talk bad about herself a lot.”
>”That’s not stupid. I never liked to hear people talk ill of themselves either.” You say. “And hey, don’t call yourself stupid.” You smirk.
>She softly chuckled, as her screens shifted to an ocean blue.
>”Irma.”
>”Hm?”
>”Her name. It was Irma.”
>She rubbed her palm with a thumb, and watched the fur shift as it passed over.
>You couldn’t help but want to feel it.
>”She liked to watch me take care of the flowers, said she was too clumsy and stupid to do it herself but thought I looked beautiful while I did something I loved.”
>She looked down at her flats, and shakily sighed.
>”She didn’t make it through selection.” She sniffled. “They scrap an-”
>A couple soft clicks radiate from the cats chest, and she brings a palm up.
>She looks over at you with the strangest apologetic expression.
>You don’t like it.
>”Sorry.”
>She clears her throat, and brings her hands back together in her lap.
>”She was so nice to everyone she met.” She sighed, looking deeply into the sky. “I never understood why she just couldn’t be nice to herself.”
>”I don’t know why I’m telling you this. Or how. I shouldn’t be able to even tell you as much as I have.”
>You carefully grab one of her hands with your own, and look into her deep blue eyes.
>”You can tell me anything.”
>Her breathing starts to pick up, and she lets a few strained whimpers out.
>“I miss her.”
>You didn’t realize an offhand comment would make such a bad memory surface for Julie. Let alone that she had any in the first place.
>You embrace her with one arm as she rests her head against your chest.
>It’s all you can do to look down at her silken black hair as she steadies her breathing.
>You can fix this.
>You owe it to her to fix it.
>Ill give you good memories from here on out.
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  >You knew Main was supposed to be dead on Sunday mornings, but you weren’t expecting it to be a completely people free experience.
>Maybe a streetsweep, shopkeep, or even the occasional disillusioned highschooler.
>But there was not a soul.
>Just the rustling of the falling petals, and the soft, echoing taps of Julie’s careful steps.
>She stuck close by your side, even as she swiveled in every direction trying to get a look at all of the carefully decorated storefronts.
>Mom and Pop Bakeries, fast food, the Deli, and even the RadioShack where you’d been getting anything that grabbed your interest since as long as you could remember.
>Julie didn’t continue far when you stopped to look at the placard for a fancy new camera, not that you actually needed one.
>When she noticed you weren’t right there she immediately scanned the entire street, easily spotting you looking back at her.
>The speed she could whip her head around with was, frankly, a little frightening.
>Yet despite it’s swiftness, it was still smooth and elegant.
>Just how a real cat would.
>She skittered back to your side, and looked into the front of the store next to you.
>You could see on your periphery that she wasn’t interested in the camera, but simply using the glass as a mirror to look at you.
>You snapped your eyes to look back at hers in the glass and winked.
>She looked down at her hands with a bashful grin.
>gotcha.
>Speaking of what a real cat would do, you couldn’t help but notice her particular interest in the pet store as you both continued your journey.
>She locked on to the small animals in the window, head slowly turning as you both walked past. Eye screens taking on a more vibrant yellow hue than before, like she was viewing the birds and gerbils through a spotlight.
>You were a little concerned by the focused look she had when she snapped her head back to it’s resting position.
>Might have to forgo the dozens of small breed pets you were planning to get after your first impulse buy.
>As you continued, the businesses seemed to get less generalized and more exotic.
>A hippie crystal place, a fishing tackle and hunting gear shop, and even an antique store that Julie momentarily stopped to peruse the display window of.
>The rusty watering can flowerpots and old wagon wheels weren’t of that much interest to you, but your robot seemed to be enamored by them.
>the tiny smile and almost faraway look in her eye screens as she speedwalked back to your side were a good indicator to you that maybe a trip to that store would be good for her someday.
>Even looking into all these stores, there was still absolutely no one here.
>Did the rapture happen while you weren’t looking or something?
>Julie quickly picked up on your confusion, looking up at you with a concerned, sky blue expression.
>”Is something wrong, Anon?”
>You took one more look around before answering.
>”No, no. It’s just odd that there's no one out here. I thought there would at least be a few out and about.”
>Julie took a look around, mirroring you.
“Didn’t you say they were all at church? I thought you were taking me out now because there wouldn’t be anyone else out.”
>”There should’ve been at least a few folks out. Not everyone goes to church every Sunday here.” You sigh. “I just wanted to get you used to people, you know?”
>She shuffled a little bit closer to you.
>”I don’t mind. I’ve never been one for being the center of attention.”
>You frowned slightly.
>She looked down almost to the end of the drag, almost appearing to squint.
>”Hey, I think that one’s open.”
>You followed her pointing finger to the store she was talking about.
>You couldn’t even tell what it was, it was so far away, nestled between half a dozen other shops.
>”Julie, what are you pointing at?”
>She grabbed the cuff of your sleeve and pointed your arm roughly at what she was aiming for; The group of shops at least a mile away that you thought she might've been pointing at.
>You started to walk towards them, squinting to try and see an open sign at this distance.
>Frankly, from this far away you could hardly tell where one shop ended and the other began.
>”Which store are you talking about?”
>”The ice cream shop with the pretty blue awning.”
>You could almost see a speck of blue in the distance, but it was still to far to really tell anything about it.
>”How can you tell it’s an ice cream shop from this far away, I can just barely see that it’s a building.”
>She looked at your face, a whirring noise emanating from her head.
>”Twelve times magnification. I like your eyes, Anon.”
>You would appreciate the complement more if it didn’t feel like she was scanning every individual colored stripe in your iris.
>”Uhh, you too?”
>She just giggled as you both kept walking towards the store.
+------------+
>The jingle of the bell greeted you as you held the door for Julie, who quickly entered and looked at the entire room inquisitively.
>It was a fairly modest, but pleasant ice cream shop. There was a cooler on the far wall with all manner of sugary drinks, cartoonish drawings of Raggedy-Ann and Andy looking characters playing games and eating their own cones, and a counter with probably two dozen flavors sunken in behind a protective glass shield.
>The only thing out of place was the gigantic, worn looking man sitting behind the register, asleep.
>There were scars on his face, and his (somehow) oversized uniform and parlor hat were both not quite on right.
>This guy serves ice cream to kids all day?
>Julie didn’t seem fazed by his presence at all, electing to instead look at the many flavors of sugarwater that the establishment had on offer.
>You decided to follow her lead, and took a look at the flavors of ice cream and toppings.
>The classics were all there; Vanilla, Chocolate, ground up peanuts… kind of boring.
>The next set of containers seemed to be where they kept all of the interesting stuff.
>Pistachio, Blackberry, and even something called Maui Waui.
>Decisions decisions.
>Well, you would have plenty of time to decide with the large man taking his midday snooze.
>”What do you think, Julie? Anything strike your fancy?”
>”T-they all look very good.” She said. “But I’m okay, I don’t need any ice cream.”
>Don’t need any? Who the hell doesn’t like ice cream?
>”Come on, You deserve something nice. Here, We’ll both just get a small vanilla. Sound good?”
>”Okay.” She said with an almost imperceptible smile.
>You decided to play the safe hand, and knocked on the counter to try and wake him up.
>Nope.
>”Hey buddy, wake up.”
>Nothing.
>”Hey Julie, do you have like, a squirt gun built in or something?”
>”What? No, that’d be mean!”
>”I’m joking, I’m joking. But I really have no idea how to wake this guy up.”
>”Why not just reach over and shake him or something?”
>”Hell no, that guy could definitely rip my arm off. I ain’t touching him.”
>Julie just gave you a deadpan look.
>”I’ll do it.”
>”That’s another hell no, your arm is way more expensive than mine to fix.”
>”Please, I’m a lot tougher than I look.”
>”Julie, seriously, I don’t want to piss this guy off.”
>”I bet he’s friendlier than he looks. If you really want me not waking him up, just order me to stop.”
>You give her a stern look, before relenting.
>”Fine, your funeral.” You said, taking one step back and giving Julie the counter spot.
>The dainty feline robot leaned over the counter with an arm outstretched, reaching for the big man’s shoulder.
>She could just barely reach him laying almost flat on the counter, rising up on the tips of her shoes to get a little more reach.
>You chose to keep your eyes on the big man.
Before she could touch him, he suddenly startled and snapped her wrist in an iron grip.
>”Uh!” Julie yelped as she was suddenly locked into place.
>His face was an angry, yet fearful grimace, as if he was looking at a big saber tooth, and not an oversized housecat.
>Speaking of the oversized housecat, she was silent, staring at the big man with ears splayed back in fear.
>”Whoa man, we don’t want any trouble!” You say, walking up to grab your robot by the shoulders and lightly pull.
>He looked over at you, and suddenly his expression shifted from the guttural terror grimace, to a more confused slant.
>He looked down at his hand gripping the robot’s wrist, and let go, pulling his hand to his chest, and seemingly containing it with the other one.
>His eyes almost seemed to gain color, as if a fog was lifted from them.
>”We’ll just be going now, alright?” You said, backing towards the door.
>Julie just stayed near the counter, looking dumbfounded at the man.
>”Are you okay, mister?” She asked, hands clasped in front of her chest.
>The upset, confused look did not change, he just pointed to his head and shook “no.”
>If he was calling himself crazy or something, you couldn’t help but want to agree.
>You could swear, everything that you try to do these days seems to turn into a problem.
>”You’re not okay? What’s wrong?” She said, taking a small step back towards the counter, ears now alert and pointed towards the man.
>He did the same gesture again.
>Julie paused, and then sprang to life as if a lightbulb appeared above her head.
>She brought hand up and pointing her two upper fingers sideways, and then closed her fist to hold a pinkie up.
>You’ll have to look into the manual for what this means, you’ve never seen a person do something like that before.
>Usually a wave is just fine.
>This did change the expression, from one of extreme confusion, to one of surprise and interest.
>What in the absolute hell is happening?
>Great, now he’s flapping his hands around like an insane person.
>You look around for any way out of this situation that wouldn’t set this weirdo off.
>Grabbing Julie by the arm, you start to lightly pull her towards the door.
>She just kept her screens glued to the mans hands, watching his frantic gestures as you tried to escort her out.
>Suddenly she brought her hands up and started doing the same back to him.
>”Julie! Don’t provoke people!” You said under your breath. “I’m not sure what’s wrong with this guy, but we should just leave.”
>She weakly brushed you off, still looking at the man.
>”There isn’t anything wrong with him.” She said as she responded with more flittering.
>The man was tickled absolutely pink by this for some reason, and belted a hearty laugh.
>”What- what is that? What are you doing?”
>”Sign language!” She said, still flapping hands at him.
>”Oh he’s just deaf?” you said, letting go of her arm.
>Julie flashed a few more signs at him, and he returned a few, ending them with a sign you recognized, air quotes.
>”What did he say?”
>”Oh, he said; ‘Just deaf.’”
>The man gave you a cracked, smug grin.
>”Funny guy.” You said, eyeing him carefully, patting down the fresh creases in your jacket.
>He nodded.
>”Well, my name’s Anon, and this is my friend Julie.” You said, gesturing to Julie, who repeated the gesture she started this ‘conversation’ with. “Nice to meet you.” You greeted, carefully extending a hand.
>He took yours with a giant, calloused, paw. That handshake could sell you damn well anything.
He began to sign more directly at you,
>Julie started speaking in a slow, quoting tone, as if talking for the big man. “Actually, we already know eachother.” He paused to take off his cap and ruffle his wavy black hair out.
>You squinted, not quite able to see who he reminded you of, but it was someone.
>”Jim Walker, we used to have chemistry together.”
>”Big Jim?” You asked, Julie making a wide gesture; one that you could easily understand meant ‘big’.
>He chuckled and nodded.
>“What the hell happened to you? You must’ve lost two hundred pounds and gotten a hundred back in muscle!”
>The man sighed and deflated a little, before signing his response to the cat.
>”...The Corps happened to me?” Julie said, looking at you confused.
>“Marine Corps- Jim was in the military.” You explained to Julie.
>”Oh.” Julie said, and looked back up at Jim, who was signing at you again.
>You pursed your lips in the short lull.
>”Huh. Welcome home, I guess.”
>Jim sighed again and rubbed his eyes. “Welcome home.”
>You could almost feel the simmering sarcasm in the way he signed that one.
>”I ain’t the only one who’s changed.” He signed, switching the subject and perking back up instantly. “How’s it been in the battery business?”
>‘Ain’t’ sounded very odd in Julie’s proper accent, almost nasal.
>”Oh, same as it always has. ‘Electrodes in, acid in, and seal.’” You said, reciting the mantra of your trainer, waving your hand as if conducting an imaginary battery orchestra.
>”Fascinating.”
>”Mhm.” You replied, propping your head on a fist.
>The man took a quick look at your new robot, before continuing.
>”...And ‘friend Julie’?” Air quotes again. “Why is she a cat?”
>You looked around the room, at almost anything but the big man’s inquisitive face.
>Julie shifted uncomfortably in her seat.
>”I… Well- She’s… God, how do I explain this.”
>Julie didn’t sign anything, and just looked at you uncomfortably.
>The man looked at you inquisitively as you searched for an answer.
>Before long, he seemed to tire of waiting and signed;
>”…You’ve never had to explain this to someone before?”
>You offered an uncomfortable fake smile.
>”I wasn’t really planning on having to explain beyond ‘robot housemaid’”
>”Hm.” He grunted aloud,
>”Then in that case, why a cat, and not a regular one? I’ve seen those commercials. I thought all that crap must’ve been movie magic, but here it is right in front of me.”
>”Oh, you know… preference.” You said, feeling the tips of your ears flaring like hot coals in a breeze.
>He squinted with a half smile.
>”Come on, I may be deaf, dumb, and should be blind; but even I can tell that was a fuck- oh!” Julie’s eyes switched to a vibrant Orange, covering her mouth with furred hands. “I’m sorry anon!”
>”Hm?” You grunted, confused.
>”I Shouldn’t be cursing, I apologize.” She said, dipping her head, and ‘closing’ her eyes screens, seemingly expecting to be admonished.
>”It’s what he said, isn’t it?”
>”Y-yes.”
>”Then it’s just alright, please finish.” You press.
>Julie ‘cleared her throat,’ Eyes switching back to a soft yellow as she resumed her duty as the mans voice.
>”...But even I can tell that was a fucking lie.” She said the word almost under her breath, looking all around her as if someone was watching from the shadows to catch her cursing.
>You chuckled, both at the bluntness of the big man and Julie’s fear of bad words.
>”Fine, It is.” You start, leaning back in the chair and sighing to begin your tangent.
>”I did buy an Electroluxe, but I didn’t have any particular requests for what she looked like. Julie got swapped for the one I ordered somehow.”
>”Didn’t have her sent back?” He signed, not noticing Julies stiffening.
>”No.” You said more to Julie than Jim.
>”Alright.” He said, stroking his stubble.
>”Well, if you ain’t sending her back, things must be going well enough.”
>”I’d like to say they are.”
>”...But?” Julies voice relayed.
>You took a deep breath and pushed it out of your nose.
>”She came to my doorstep a day and a half ago, and in that short time I’ve managed to: A, Make an ass out of myself by saying things I shouldn’t have when I thought she couldn’t hear me.
>Julie gave you a sad, embarrassed look.
>”B, Give her the now very false-” You said, giving a pointed look to the cat “-impression that I want to be rid of her and have her sent back to the factory,”
>”Anon…” Julie said, putting a warm hand to your shoulder.
>You brushed it off in disgust for yourself.
>”C, made her ride in a car she clearly wasn’t comfortable with, all in a selfish attempt to patch things over.” You said, bitterly.
>”And D, now I’m making her translate a conversation between me and someone I barely knew almost a decade ago.”
>Julie’s blue eyes looking into your own was the last straw that shut you down.
>”Damn, can’t I just do anything right?” You said, burying your face in your hands.
>You could just barely keep yourself from crying in frustration.
>You hadn’t been around another person in so long, the first one you really meet in years and you fuck it up this bad.
>God dammit.
>You can hear them still flapping away, tiny whirring servos and the crumpling of a cloth uniform driving tacks into your defeated mind.
>You probably said too much, and made yourself look like an ass again.
>Typical.
>Your sad display was interrupted by a rough poke on your shoulder, rousing you from your brooding.
>The big man had a vanilla cone in his hand, and used his other to sign his answer to you.
>”Buddy, I don’t know how well you think we knew each other. But I can tell you we weren’t quite close enough for that.”
>You accepted the cone from the big man before your response.
>”Ain’t like you’re gonna talk.”
>Julie had put her own cone on the table to relay your message.
>”I’m glad you can see my shining character.” He signed with a sarcastic smirk before sitting at the third seat, and clapping a hand on your back. “And I’m sure we’ll get to know each other better, not like I’m going to let two new friends I can actually talk with to get away that easy.”
>He just sat next to you for a moment, before straightening his back out with a huff, and signing.
>”You know Anon, back when I joined the service I was a big fuckup like you are.”
>You and Julie raised an eyebrow at his blunt description.
>”-Think you are.”
>You take a lick from your ice cream as Julie gives the big man a mean cartoon stink eye, arms folded together in mild indignation.
>He holds his hands up in a surrendering gesture before Julie softens and continues for him.
>”Hell, you remember that time old man Wilkins lost his mind over ‘rustled cattle?’”
>”You’re not telling me you’re some cattle thief, are you?”
>”Me? Nah. I just crashed into his fence drunk.” He said with a half grin.
>”Well that explains some things.”
>He simply nodded his head in agreement.
>”But yes, I was a big failure, and I kept up the nonsense for years before I got straightened out by the corps.”
>”Well, I ain’t joining the service.”
>”Good. There ain’t nothing for you in it.”
>”You just said-” You started before he just the two of you off with a halt sign.
>”I know what I just said. Just because I got straightened up in the marines doesn’t mean you have to be. Cool it down, you’ll figure things out.”
>”I don’t want to act like nothing happened. I did something wrong, I need to make up for it.” You say, pointing to your chest.
>”Dragging the person you wronged through something they don’t want doesn’t seem like the right way to do it, don’t you think?”
>You deflate, running a hand through your hair.
>”Everything I do seems worse than the last thing I did.”
>”I believe you. But think of the silver lining.” He signed, adding another pat on your back.
>”Doing more crazy things to try and patch things up means you’re frustrated, and want to do better.”
>”...Yeah, I do want to do better.”
>He gave you one more pat on the back, for good measure.
>”My advice? When everything you do seems to go south, let someone else take the wheel. Maybe they can drive even better than you can.”
>You looked over at Julie.
>”You know, that’s not the worst plan ever. You want to drive the car?” You asked Julie with a smirk.
>Her electric pupils instantly turned into orange pinpricks.
>”I’m just kiddin’”
>Jim let out an audible ‘Hmph.’
>”You’re right man, maybe I’ll give it a try.”
>”Sometimes a try’s all a pretty girl can ask for.”
>Julie piped up, squeaking in her own tone as well as signing. “Pretty girl? Well I never!”
>”I’m not pretty, I’m beautiful.” She said and signed before running a hand through her silky black hair, giggling.
>”Well in that case, you and the beautiful girl can stay and make amends for as long as you like, courtesy of Jim and Willie’s parlor.” The big man says before walking back to his seat at the front counter.
>”Go on without me, I think I’m going to get some shuteye. Not like anyone else will come in on Easter Sunday.” He signed from the other side of the room, before lowering his cap over his eyes again.
>”Wait, what?” you looked over at Julie.
>”Yeah, it’s Easter. That’s why you took me out, right? Because everybody’s at church on Easter.”
>”Shoot, that explains why the street was completely empty.” You said, taking another lick of your cone.
>Julie pursed her feline lips as she stared into her ice cream, before looking up at you.
>”I don’t like that you feel so bad on account of me.”
>”Ain’t your fault. I’m the one who keeps messing up.”
>Julie just stares at her still melting ice cream cone.
>”Going to try it?”
>”Hm? Oh, I really shouldn’t.”
>”Worried about your feline-figure?” You smirk.
>”Har-har.”
>The conversation lulls again.
>”Hey Anon?”
>”Yeah Julie?
>”Happy Easter.” She says, holding her cone out to you.
>”Happy Easter.” You return, tapping your cone to hers and taking another lick.
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  >You didn’t quite feel lonely, that would be too strong.
>He had gone to bed, leaving you with nothing to do but clean and wait.
>You were designed and brought up to enjoy those tasks, but when you did them alone something was always off.
>For as long as you’d been around, there was someone else right there.
>Whether it be an engineer, your sisters, or even him.
>The few times you got to meet him anyway. Even he was off put by your casing.
>At least your sisters thought it was cute, the cat ears and fur such.
>Dottie could never keep herself from petting your ears when you were tasked together.
>You did miss Dottie.
>But you all knew that you’d never see each other again when the time came.
>With every dish set into the drying rack you felt a warm, crackling reward pulse.
>It made the fur on you shoulders feel like it was charged up.
>...and think of Anon.
>You didn’t know what to make of him.
>How he treated you like you were a real person.
>Sure, he had said those awful things on the phone, but when you had stepped out of line and even gone so far as to exhibit personal emotion it was him apologizing.
>That wasn’t what you were supposed to do.
>You were supposed to be quiet, and do what you were told.
>He should’ve…
>No. He wouldn’t do that.
>He had done nothing but be hospitable to you.
>You. A hospitality device.
>While you had done nothing but be a burden to him.
>It was almost funny, what a poor job you had done so far.
>The girls would be ashamed.
>But you have all the time in the world to make it up to them.
>Anon wasn’t going anywhere, and neither were you.
>He had made that abundantly clear.
>So stern, yet forgiving.
>...
>Why was he by himself here?
>There had been rumors in training that there were people who lived all by themselves, but you were never one to believe in such nonsense.
>Until you met Anon.
>You were sure you would’ve met his wife and kids by now, but even the few pictures adorning the walls held little but photos of a younger Anon and his older family members.
>You could confidently say from these that he didn’t even have sisters or brothers of his own either.
>Here you were, moping over your sisters, when he never even had one.
>He seems lonely.
>You can fix that.
>The last dish was done, and you felt another crackle.
>You couldn’t help but let out a faint, pleased “Mrrp!”
>The soft orange glow of your optics buzzing off the sink was all you could focus on as you covered your muzzle with your hands.
>Not when he could hear, keep it under control Julie. You chastised your reflection.
>Holding it in on that walk was almost enough to make her head explode.
>Why they would include a trait to chirp at small animals, you would never understand.
+------------+
>You had been left alone in this house once already, but hadn’t taken much time to look around then.
>Just doing some basic cleaning and shutting down in your box, waking up only to make him some coffee.
>You didn’t really believe that you were here to stay until you couldn’t find it right after he’d gone to bed the first night.
>While the idea of just being able to go back to the blackness of transit was comforting, it was even more comforting to know that anon had gotten rid of it.
>But that didn’t matter now, you had a big house to explore!
>Dusting offered many opportunities to find interesting things, having to clean the places that everyone else simply forgets about.
>The girl’s often made a game of it, finding new things to clean and seeing who was the most thorough.
>Emily had been the one to set the standard- as she had with all things, but you had sat at a comfortable ninety-eight percent.
>Not that it was that much of an accomplishment, Dottie had been the worst at dusting, and was still able to identify target surfaces ninety-five percent as well as she could.
>No human would be able to detect the few minuscule surfaces that even Dottie had failed to find.
>Anon’s house was like nothing you had seen before. The shiny, sleek surfaces you had been brought up in replaced with dark, moody colors and woodgrain.
>Lots and lots of woodgrain.
>You didn’t want to admit it, but it was the most comfortable place you had been in.
>Like the entire house was giving you a big hug as thanks for making it shine.
>You explored the few rooms that Anon hadn’t shown off in his rushed house tour, but there wasn’t much to find. Just a closet with a few bulky (and soon to be dust free) overcoats, a mechanical closet, and the basement.
>You didn’t go there, surely a dark, unfinished room would be a lost cause.
>It wasn’t because you were afraid of it or anything, that would be silly.
>You quickly closed the door leading to the rickety steps, just to make sure all the mons- dust!
>That all of the dust didn’t come to the living area of the house.
>You kept your ears pinned to the door for no particular reason, making sure to listen close for the footsteps that wouldn’t come from there
>Hm.
>Enough of this, we have work to do.
>The gentle self reminder was enough to push you away from the awful room, and back to your dusting task.
>Before you knew it, you had thoroughly removed all of the dust from every surface in the house, and the time anon seemed to normally wake up was drawing near.
>You had gradually been working your way to his bedroom door, and had only finished five minutes ahead of your estimated time.
>A fine par time, with plenty of room to improve.
>A few sluggish footsteps approach the door, before it opens, with a small huff from the man you were now happily responsible for.
>”Good morning Anon!”
 
+------------+
>Sleep was something you felt like you never got enough of, no matter how much of it you got.
>Every time that damned clock box made noise meant it was time to get up and deal with ever more nonsense.
>Luckily, you almost always woke up before it, and got a little extra time to flush the heaviness from your body as it ticked it’s march to five o’clock.
>At least today you won’t have to rush to get your work stuff ready.
>Julie had it all taken care of, faster than you could even finish the dishes that you insisted on doing since it was her first real night home.
>Not that it mattered, as soon as you’d left to go to bed you could hear her pulling them out of the drying rack for a do-over.
>you readied your hand over the alarm, watching as it flashed the final seconds before you were due to wake up.
>Speaking of Julie, despite the rough start, yesterday went fairly well all things considered.
>After you had left the ice cream shop, the streets had remained totally empty.
>Not a single person driving through the most important section of town.
>Still unbelievable to you, even for Easter Sunday.
>Even with your insistence, Julie stuck close to your side and didn’t much explore her new home.
>Fair enough in your mind, you know how it feels to be in a strange place that you aren’t used to.
>Wouldn’t have if mom and dad hadn’t moved away.
>You slapped the top of the box, right before it could start chirping.
>You untensed with a sigh, mourning your last moments of rest.
>Just staring at the ceiling, thinking about nothing for a few magical seconds.
>And then it was over.
>The rest of your morning routine was the sleepy blur it usually was.
>Brushing your teeth in your attached bathroom, getting your work pants and undershirt on, and putting the pomade in your hair all blended together into a thick soup of half awake thoughts and movements.
>Splashing water into your face, you’re finally awake enough to face the world!
>Actually, let’s just start with the living room.
>At least you might be able to get a little news in.
>You swing the door inwards and step out into the great beyond.
>”Good morning Anon!”
>You let a faint “bwah!” out as you reflexively fling yourself into your doorframe.
>You managed to daze yourself pretty good with that, bringing up a hand to press the back of your skull.
>”Are you okay? I’m sorry!” She cries, tiny robotic hands grabbing your other arm.
>”Yeah, I’m alright.” You grunt your response as you press the pain away.
>”I didn’t mean to startle you like that, I was just waiting for you to wake up.”
>”Don’t worry about it.” You say, rubbing a tired eye.
>Julie worriedly looks up at you as you shake it off one last time.
>”Anyway, good morning to you too.”
>You hear her chuckle sheepishly as she escorts you to the kitchen, still holding on to your bare arm.
>Fluffy.
>You cough.
>As you reach the pot, you find it is already full of the most important liquid ever invented.
>I made the right call, you think as you take a sip from your favorite employee of the month mug.
>”How’d the night go?” You ask.
>”Oh it went just fine Anon, I got your work clothes clean and ironed.” She said, her ears perking straight up.
>”I have an Iron?”
>”You-” Julie pauses, displays shifting to the side on confusion.
>”You don’t iron your clothes?”
>”Not the work gear, no.”
>”...And your boss is okay with that?”
>”Well, yeah. It’s not an office job.”
>”But… They said…” Julie trailed off, ears flattening against her head.
>You just look at her funny, and retrieve your sad tin foil wrapped sandwich and an apple, and pack your lunchbox.
>”Anyway, you have one now! I was shipped with one as part of the Homesuite.” Back to her original morning chipper.
>”Huh, neat.”
>There’s a silent moment where she’s just watching as you finish stuffing water bottles and snacks into your lunch pail.
>Her eyes slowly shift from their sunflower yellow to a slightly buzzy looking lime shade.
>”Something wrong, Julie?”
>”Huh?” She said, tearing her eyes from the lunchbox. “Oh, no no I was just-”
>”Hey, no worries. I know this stuff isn’t very good.”
>She looks to your lunchpail, and back at you with a hopeful expression.
>”Would you like me to prepare a lunch for you Anon?”
>”I’ve got to go in less than half an hour, but I’d love to try something you make tomorrow.” You say, with an apologetic smile.
>”I think I can make something work.” She says, with the cutest determined expression you’ve ever seen adorning her features. “Go ahead and get yourself ready, I’ll have something made up for you.”
>You just set your lunchbox down, accepting that your new housemate must be magic.
>When you hit the laundry room for your protective stuff, you find that your rubberized coveralls and canvas overcoat have both been meticulously scrubbed free of every possible contaminant.
>What a dedicated little thing.
>Shame that they’ll be back to the usual grit by the time you get home.
>You slip them on, tightening the coverall straps to fully engulf your lower body in a protective wrapper, before shrugging the overcoat on.
>Your body immediately starts to warm.
>Well, at least you get to take this stuff off.
>in twelve hours.
>As you walk past the kitchen on your way to the mudroom, your hit in the face by the wonderful smell of frying bacon and toasted bread.
>It’s already plenty enough to start your mouth watering.
>But you keep your focus on the mission, finding your helmet meticulously cleaned sitting right where you left it.
>Is there anything this girl doesn’t think of?
>You suppose being made for it helps, but you are thoroughly impressed.
>You smack it onto your head, and grab your fume mask as well.
>It wasn’t all that necessary with how good the ventilation is at work, but it adds an extra layer of long term protection for you, and another layer of safety for your boss to brag about to any corporate drone unfortunate enough to find themselves stuck in the factory.
>It had been happening a lot more often recently, but you thought little of it. Probably just the boss looking for more funding again.
>Still, as any good man would, you paid attention to the new buzz of activity in your domain.
>”Y-your work isn’t as scary as this stuff makes it look, r-right Anon?” Julie says, looking up at your well protected form, your lunchbox in hand.
>You hadn’t even realized you were standing in the kitchen, towering over the slightly terrified electric creature.
>How long were you standing here, staring at your helmet?
>Doesn’t matter, you need to finish up and get out the door.
>”My lunch?” You ask. Curt, but still polite.
>”Oh yes, here!” She lets out a synthetic grunt as she hefts the plastic container up to your height.
>“Thanks.” You offer, slipping the cover to the side to inspect your meal.
>”Ah! No peeking.” She says, quickly reaching up to close it. “It’s a surprise!”
>You chuckle. “Alright, I’ll play ball. It better be good though!”
>”It will.” She confidently replies.
>”About my work; It can be scary at times. It’s why we wear all this stuff, so we can be just fine even if the sun explodes.” You say while clipping the straps, securing the blue bowl to your head.
>”T-that can happen!?”
>”What? No, no. Just an expression.”
>”Oh, good.” She said, falsely wiping her brow with a huff. “I quite like the sun.”
>”Me too.” You said, looking out at the brightening sunlight outside with perhaps a little too much longing.
>Twelve hours, man. You just have to make it twelve hours.
>”Alright, I best be going.”
>”Wait! You almost forgot your gloves!”
>You immediately pat your coat pocket, not finding them there, but Julie had already skittered off to the laundry room to retrieve them before you could even ask.
>”Here you go, anon. Nice and clean for another days work!”
>”Thank you Julie.”
>You both just look at each other for a moment, before she escorts you on the long trek to your mudroom.
>She looks up at you, with those still citrus orange eye screens.
>”When should I be ready for you to come back?”
>”I’ll be back around Six.” You say, reaching for the handle. “I’ll see you then.”
>”W-well, have a good day at work anon!” She says, expression still unchanged from the nervous half smile.
>”Thanks Julie.” You say, as you shut your front door, and face the new day.
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  >The engine sputtered and died as you yanked the key out of it’s ignition, the truck happily resting at the one place it was ever at other than home.
>Your helmet bumped the door frame as you stepped out into the gravel parking lot outside the factory, the lot crunching beneath your boots as you steadily pace your way to the unassuming side access door that served as the entrance for the place.
>It was never meant to be used as a storefront or anything, so the flat nothingness with a door cutting into it was just fine.
>To them at least, you were sure they could put in some trees or something, to make it feel less dead.
>That’s what you were thinking as you swung the door open and greeted the front desk secretary, as you had done every day for years.
>The conversation with her grew shorter and shorter, and at this point you weren’t quite sure you even remembered her name.
>Didn't much matter anyway, you both had your own separate jobs.
>Just a simple “hey.” from you, and one returned from her.
>It was pretty meaningless, but it was such a ritual that you could actually tell that your work performance suffered when she wasn’t there to say hi.
>You found it a bit disconcerting that you were attached enough to someone that may as well be an inanimate object that it could ruin your day when they weren’t there.
>But that’s life, you guessed.
>The plastics floor was as busy and smelly as usual, with black plastic goop being poured and pressed into molds, hot steam being squeezed into a thick cloud rising to the corrugated roof.
>Plastic was the best material to house a battery, but it sure was a pain in the ass to share the factory with its production. Took up three quarters of the whole building, leaving chemical and metals boys like yourself not much space to do the rest of the job.
>Not to mention the constant small fires they were dealing with.
>You observed the remnants of one such fire from your spot on the catwalk, the masked plastics workers scrubbing chunks of bubbly plastic from their mold in preparation to continue.
>Some part of the molding process can produce enough friction to combust the material, the lines were separated enough that the fires never spread, and the plastics guys were so used to it that they could have a fire out and a mold presser back up in less than half an hour.
>Wasn’t good enough for your boss though, He was quite the stickler when it came to employee safety.
>Nowadays there was a dousing hose every 15 feet of wall, and every man in the building carried their own little gas mask.
>He wasn't able to get the best stuff ever- the masks being relics from the second world war- but it did show that he cared about you all.
>Speaking of the devil, you spotted him approaching you with a much smaller, lanky man you didn’t recognize.
>God, what was up with his teeth? Did he get kicked in the mouth by a horse or something?
>”Mornin’ Mous.” Your boss started, leaning his softer, corporate form on the guardrail next to you.
>The hungry skeleton just stood staring.
>”Morning boss.” You replied.
>”You watch the tube last night?” He started.
>”No sir.” You replied, leaning to face him.
>”No fuss, I’ll just have t-” He suddenly halted himself, looking you up and down.
>He adjusted his spectacles, and took another gander.
>”...Son, is your gear clean?” He asked.
>You let out a little involuntary chuckle. “Yessir.”
>”Why?” He drawled.
>Explaining that your new robot housemaid did it for you didn’t seem like the right call when about to be introduced to someone brand new.
>”N-no reason in particular, just a whim.”
>”...Alright.” He said, clearly noticing something was off. He didn’t press it. “Anyway, This here’s Arthur Devonshire. You and his boys are going to be working alongside eachother for the foreseeable future.”
>He points at you both as you shake hands. “Arthur, Anon. Anon, Arthur.”
>”Pleasure to meet! I hear you’re one of the best Chemicals employees in the building.”
>”I suppose so.” You reply noncommitally. “Yourself?”
>”Ah, I’m just an office dweller from Lithotel.” He said. “I’m here to oversee training and operations on this partnership.”
>”That’s right!” Your boss pipes in. “RCA has agreed to allow Lithotel to use our facilities and Staff to train their workforce and construct a run of these new Lithium cells they’ve developed. Fancy stuff.”
>”So they’re just replacing the lead with a different metal? Sounds pretty simple to me.” You reply.
>”Ah, but that's the magic, It’s not just replacing the lead, these batteries will be acid free as well!”
>”Hm.” You grunted, rubbing your slightly scruffy chin.
>Perhaps it was around the time to shave, if you were going to start wearing clean gear.
>”We’re hoping it will make them safer as well, without acid there wouldn’t be a leak risk.”
>No acid? That was half of your job.
>”...I look forward to seeing it, and helping to train your boys.” You said, leaning off the guard rail and shaking the two men’s hands.
>”Same to you, Anon!” He said. “It was nice meeting you!”
>You don’t really know what to think of him yet.
>Maybe the boys have some thoughts.
+------------+
 
>Linus was already dozing at your shared station, just like every other day since he’d been onboarded.
>Even loaded up some plates and got the soldering kit out.
>Good kid.
>You roughly drop in to your padded seat, startling the teen out of his morning nap.
>He grunts and rubs the sleep from his eyes. “Mornin’ Anon.”
>”Good morning Linus! You ready for another Grrrooving day at the factory?”
>”Shut up man, you are not old enough to pretend not to get the word groovy.”
>”You’re right, I’ll go back to calling your dates ‘fake-outs’ and music ‘hip.’”
>”Eugh, you sound like my parents.” He said. “-And my dates have been perfectly fine recently, thank you.”
>Picking up the soldering pen and pulling the trigger, you look over to the boy and perk your brow.
>”Oh yeah? What happened to ‘what girl!?’” you tease, clutching your chest and raising the pitch of your voice.
>”Ha-ha. Well, I just walked up and asked her out like you and said.”
>”It’s almost like me and Tom know what we’re talking about.”
>”Oh yeah? How’ve your most recent dates gone, old man”?”
>You just look at the smirking little shit with a glare that could kill.
>”You sure get comfortable when Tom and Vance aren’t around to reel you in, don’t you?”
>He chuckled, pulling the trigger to warm up his iron. “Come on, you know I gotta get my own licks in somehow.”
>”You can have that one.” You say, shimmying to get comfortable in your seat. “Anyway, what’s on the itinerary?”
>”Isn’t planning the day supposed to be your problem, Mr. Journeyman?”
>”Nope! As I have told you before It’s going to be your problem until you get a squir-” You emphasize a cough into your fist. “Apprentice of your own.”
>”...I can’t wait for ‘71.” The kid sighs into his workpeice.
>”It’ll be great, you’ll be all in your 20’s and ready to die like the rest of us.”
>”Cant be all of you. I know the boss did our jobs at one point,” He said. ”O’leary is in his 50’s isn’t he?”
>”No.” you say, letting the sarcasm drop out of your voice to be replaced with a patented deadpan.
>He stops and stares into your face, probably hoping you’ll crack and reveal the punchline.
>”You’re joking r-right?”
>Before you could right the boy’s belief, you were interrupted with the tinny crackle of the intercom.
>”Firemen to the plastics floor, Firemen to the plastics floor. Injector 3 blowout.”
>You and Linus share a pointed look.
>”What’s that, number two for today?” you ask.
>”Three.” He says, returning to his solder joint, making short work of half a bank of plates.
>He was practically as fast as you, and in a sixth of the time it took for you to get that good.
>When he wasn’t flubbing about thinking of his sweetie, he really could grind out some work.
>”God damn, I almost feel bad for those poor guys.” You say. “Three fires and it’s not even lunchtime.”
>”I don’t feel bad for Vance at all.” The boy says, not looking up from the lead plates he was soldering together.
>The absolute seriousness in his voice makes you bark a short laugh.
>”Ah, sometimes you still get me with those, Linus.”
>He just smirks like a goober while you work out your chuckles.
>”So this girl huh?” You start. “What was her name again?”
>”I’ve told you a thousand times now.”
>”What’s a thousand and one?”
>He got that thousand yard stare again.
>”...Bonnie.”
>”Right! Right, Bonnie.” You pretend to recall. “So you finally just up and did it, huh?”
>”Not exactly,” He chuffed and shook his head. “A couple of my friends kind of corralled us together at Ben’s party.”
>”That Ben kid who didn’t graduate? Throwing a house party? Color me surprised.”
>He gives you a quick glare, before continuing.
>”They had her set up on the couch, and took every other seat but the one right next to her.” He said.
>”I had to sit down to not look weird, but sitting next to her made it s-so hard to think.”
>You decided not to make any comment, and just let the boy tell you his story. You’d busted his balls enough for now.
>”We’d all been having a group conversation for a while, but eventually everybody else left or fell asleep.”
>”So it was just you and her?”
>”Yeah, and it was all I could do not to just clam up.” He said, turning a bit paler than usual. As if she were in the room right now.
>Ah, young love.
>”But you didn’t? That’s new for you.” you interjected, stacking the next plate onto your tower, and laying a solder bead on it’s support.
>”I know, right?” He replied, in the same dismissive, sarcastic tone.
“Anyway, we get to talking. Just us.” His eyes glazed over a bit “h- and uhh…”
>You perk a brow in his direction.
>He’s just sitting there, staring a thousand yards past his hands.
>Jesus, this again.
>It’s not that you don’t understand what love is, but this is a bit much.
>”Hey” You say, dropping a gloved palm in front of his workpeice.
>He jerks a bit, and his eyes regain their focus.
>”S-sorry Anon, I got a bit lost there.”
>”Hey, you’re not going to tell Vance and Tom about this right?” He spoke over the hum of his iron.
>”I wouldn’t want to have them get all giddy and wei-”
>Suddenly, the door to your meager office was roughly shouldered open by a stocky Italian in a fireproof jacket.
+------------+
>”Don’t tell us what, boy?” He said in a silly tone, like a cartoon villain.
> The stocky man looked almost like one of those new punk band covers, what with his full fireman outfit and fresh soot stains. Even his pose was like that out of a film, Holding his breathing mask in one hand, and pointing the other at the startled teen.
>”Jesus Vance, you’re going to knock the hinges off that thing one of these days.” Chided Tom, pushing the fireman out of his way.
>”Ain’t my fault they’re the only ones in this building that know how to shut a door.” He excused, unfolding your spare seat and dropping all of his weight into it as he took off his helmet and tousled his sweaty hair.
>”But back to this whole ‘Don’t tell us’ thing.” He said, looking towards Linus. “Trouble in paradise?”
>Linus didn’t say anything and just looked at you pleadingly.
>Vance followed his gaze.
>”So Anon, what’s all this about?”
>”Sorry Vance, sworn to secrecy.” You replied absently as you moved your soldering gun on top of a new plate.
>“What a load of shit, right Tom?” He called back to the floor lead.
>”Kid’s personal life ain’t none of our business if he doesn’t want it to be.” He said before gesturing at you with his clipboard. “Plus, I’m more interested in what Anon here has to tell us.”
>You stopped what you were doing and looked up at your tall friend.
>”Oh yeah? And what is that?”
>”Come on, don’t think that just because it’s been six weeks since you told me means that I just up and forgot that you were supposed to get your new sex robot last weekend.”
>”Oh, that was this past weekend?” Vance interjected, his smirk already growing into a wide grin.
>”She’s not a sex robot.”
>”Oh it’s ‘she’ huh?” He continued. “Wonder how he figured that one out.”
>”Alright.” You stop him abruptly, chucking an empty solder roll at his stupid face. “I’m not having this conversation right now.”
>He just giggled like the manchild he was as he swatted away the plastic tube.
>”Denial.” Linus spoke up.
>You just gave him a mean evil eye, and he surrendered.
>”Anyway, three fires so far today, huh? Can’t be a good look for that British guy running around.” you commented as you returned to your soldering work.
>”I would think it’s not, but I think that’s what they want.” Tom answered. “Gives them a hell of a bargaining tool as far as ‘safety’ is concerned.”
>”What a crock of shit.” Vance interjected. “If it weren’t for this plastic crap we wouldn’t be having these problems anyway. Just three years ago I could sit on my ass and do nothing, then they replace the wood with this junk and now I have to do more work than real firemen do in the city.”
>”Of course Vance is the one upset about having to actually work.” You add.
>”When ‘me working’ means something has gone wrong, then I am perfectly happy to not work.”
>”You’re just happy to not work in general.” You say with a sardonic smirk.
>”Ladies! You’re both ugly.” Tom shut the false argument down. “Anyway, it’s not like Anon has much to say about laziness, what with the chores robot.”
>You give him a tired glare.
>”That’s right, you’re not smooth. Even Vance would’ve seen that subject change a mile away, had it not been about him being a lazy ass.”
>”I ain’t a lazy ass.” He sulked.
>All three of you gave him the look.
>”So how was it?”
>You push your fingers into your eyes.
>”How was what Tom.”
>He doesn’t say anything.
>When you look at him hes just standing there giving the dumbest possible deadpan expression.
>If you weren’t being screwed with so bad you might've even smirked back.
>”What?"
>”Alright, who on the betting pool had day one?” He asked the other two
>”Shut up.”
>”I think you did, Linus.” Vance said.
>”Hah, Alright! Pay up chumps!”
>”Seriously kid?” You ask, scandalized.
>”Yeah, we did actually put a couple bucks on it.” Tom answered.
>”Fuck you.”
>”Fuck who? Your robot?”
>You just shook your head at all the chuckles.
>”Actually, I was just thinking something.” Tom said. “It sure has been a while since anon hosted us.”
>”That’s true! I sure could use a good night of drinking with no wife.” Vance stretched his legs out onto your desk. “Robotic eye candy wouldn’t be so bad either.”
>”Not a good time guys, maybe some other week.” You say, shrinking further into your work.
>”Too bad.” Vance said.
>”It’s been too long since we really hung out. Plus, I could use a night without the wife or kids.” Tom added.
>”I think it would be cool to meet your new robot.” Linus that time.
>Fine, fine. Just… pick a day. And not my Sunday dammit, that’s sacred.” You cave as you push Vance’s dirty boots off of your desk.
>”How about Saturday night? You’ll at least have a Sunday of no bothersome antics to look forward to the whole time.” Tom said.
>”So you’re letting me know ahead of time you’re going to be a pain?” You reply incredulously.
>”Mhm.”
>You just sigh.
>Even everyone else in the room goes quiet for a short while as you rub your temples.
>”Well, it’s settled then!” Vance said, clapping you on the shoulder. “Just the boys at Anon’s place, Saturday after work.”
>He pointed to the other two with a mock serious expression on his face, with one arm on your back.
>”Don’t miss it.”
>”I wouldn't for the world, Vance.”
>”I’ll be there!”
>Fuck me...
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  >Only a few days of maintaining this house, and you’re already finding your rhythm.

>At the current pace, you should be through the kitchen and done by one. Maybe two o’clock, if you really polish the inside of the oven.

>Not that it really needs it, the thing looks practically brand new.

>The one at class seemed like it was on it’s last legs, you didn’t even need to see a nice new one to know that.

>But this definitely helps put it into perspective.

>It’s sleek, mint green, and only had the remnants of a few scorch marks.

>It was actually really close to your dress color… Everything in the kitchen is.

>You’re glad that your dress is a color he likes, even if you weren’t the one he ordered.

>But this oven.

>Anon clearly hadn’t used it too many times.

>A shame. You always did think baking was one of the more entertaining parts of cooking.

>Emily had once played back one of her memories of watching the instructors bread dough rise in fast forward.

>The way the dough swelled, and even seemed to breathe at points was mesmerizing.

>You still had that memory. Watched it every few days.

>You’re glad to know that she got to go and do something so interesting. She earned it with her near perfection.

>The inside of the oven glows a soft blue.

>Adjusting…

>There, back to white spotlights.

>Wearing your emotions on your face could be a little bothersome, but it made it easier for your owner to read you, our trainer said.

>I am content.

>Watching the tiny, time dried scorch marks come off is nice.

>The sleek, black metal interior returning to it’s factory shine.

>Just as you had expected, it’s almost two O’clock when you finish the oven, hip servos whirring in protest as you straighten back up.

>You check their status for just a second, eyes flashing green with an OK flash.

>Little warm, probably time to give them a rest and do something that doesn’t require you to bend weird.

>You look around the immaculate house.

>Yep. Definitely more stuff to do…

>You wander your way back into the den, the empty TV screen reflecting your image.

>Still a cat.

>You see the reflection of soft violet for a moment.

>You feel your synthetic lungs fill with air, before blowing it out hard.

>Instructors did this sometimes when they were upset, you and your sisters had taken to doing it, realizing that it even made you feel better, in a way.

>Why they would intentionally make stress a part of you is not something you think you would ever get a good answer for.

>You take another look around the room, finding that- yet again- there’s nothing you can do to make it better than it is.

>Well, maybe you could scrounge up enough laundry to use that fancy machine one more time.

>...If you really stretched what counts as ‘dirty’. Who knows how long what little he has hung up has been in there.

>Not too long you suppose, after such long hours at the... whatever it is he does. They must give him plenty of time off to use the nicer suits, dress shirts, and dark blue jeans.

>What precious little there were of them.

>With four hours to go until Anon was due to come home, you could start getting dinner ready for him. >You did come preprogrammed with a few recipes for soup that could take that long to cook, but humans usually didn’t like to eat warm foods like that in the spring, you were told.

>Now that you thought of it...

>It is probably about when Anon is eating his lunch.

>You really hope he likes it, Cooking was one of the more difficult skills to master, given that you don’t have all the senses that people have to do it.

>Not that it stopped you, one of the instructors by the end even said we were all ‘damn good cooks!’

>You didn’t even know those people were allowed to curse, let alone able.

>But it did instill a sense of pride that you could make such a professional break character, just with a stew.

>You wonder what it’s like to taste as you standby for one charge cycle, just long enough for the last load of Anon’s laundry to dry.
+------------+
>Thank our lord for the microwave oven.

>But to hell with your ability to work the damned thing.

>The sandwich bread was heated to scorching, but the bacon was still cold enough to have the awful grittiness of solid lard to it’s surface.

>With your luck, if you ran it a few seconds longer your new robot’s hard work might explode.

>Still, it was excellent, and beat the ‘cold all the way through’ turkey sandwiches you brought any other day.

>Before your mind can steer toward any thoughts of your interesting living situation, the car shuttling your thoughts- and by extension your little world of sandwich enjoyment-  wrapped itself around a very Tom shaped tree.

>”Where’d you get that?” He asks between bites of his homemade meatloaf.

>You jerk your head up slightly, not realizing you actually had zoned out with some good food in your mouth for once.

>”Get what?” You ask, wiping your chin absentmindedly with a sleeve. You knew exactly what he was asking about.

>”The sandwich. I’ve never seen you eat something that nice.”

>”I don’t think I’ve ever seen you eat anything other than some sad turkey, with sad provolone, sad lettuce, and sad tomatoes on sad whole wheat. Quite the change of pace.” Vance interjects.

>”Your car’s sad.”

>”I happen to like my lemon.” He answers without a beat, immune to the same topic you’ve gone to since Junior year.

>You just shoot him a short glare before continuing.

>“It’s ‘cause I didn’t make it.” You said, ignoring the jabs between wonderful bites. “You know I can’t cook worth a damn.”

>”Well, where’d you get it from then? I’d certainly like to know a sandwich shop that makes a BLT that nice.” Tom continued.

>”It’s even toasted.” Linus says peering at your sandwich.

>”Wrong again. Look.” You open the sandwich, ‘showing’ it so close to Vance that he has to back into his seat to not be coated in mayo. “Same ‘sad’ ingredients, just made by a little electric someone who knows how to cook.”

>”There’s bacon in there.” He continued.

>”Same sad ingredients, plus one.”

>”You’re telling me your new robot made a restaurant quality sandwich? Now I’m almost excited.” Tom said with a smirk.

>”Like you weren’t already excited to be a dick.” You respond flippantly, closing it back up and enjoying your next bite too much to be really bothered by Toms poking.

>”Eh, you got me.”
+------------+
>It’s all so… heavy.

>You had no trouble lifting it out of the laundry machine of course, but you had never seen anything like it, or been taught for it.

>You were fairly certain, however, that the clothes could easily handle the only slightly amateur treatment of a skilled folder.

>If that folder could get the darned things to actually, you know, fold.

>most of it was haphazardly hampered in one corner of the frugally furnished living room, with random stiff articles of clothing sticking out of the bin and threatening to crumple to the floor if they so felt like it.

>With all of the wire coat hangars you could scavenge hooked nicely into a convenient clip that stayed seamlessly hidden on the inside of your apron, you attacked the article in front of you.

>It was a tan overcoat, at least as far as you could tell, banded red about the sleeves and waistline. >Along with the dozens of pockets, buttons, and zippers, were strange brightly colored stains, just like every other piece of clothing he had.

>You had nearly warped your shoulders getting them out of the coat he wore this morning, and decided to put a pin in the stain free project for now.

>With thick canvas fabric even more thickly sewn with flat-felled seams, the construction of what you could only think of as “Armor” being surely strong enough to protect whoever was wearing it from anything your core could imagine.

>Almost like what a firefighter might wear, but from what little training you received about household emergencies told you it couldn’t be the case. Firemen wore black with yellow or white bands, not tan and red.

>Yet another point of interest to file away about this strange occupation your owner must have.

>That is what stayed in the forefront of your electric mind as you took a pair of somehow even heavier pants and forced the legs to bend at the knee.

>What did Anon do?

>Every small mention of it so far, as well as the strange outfits painted a scary picture.

>Was he some kind of firefighter you had just never been taught about? One who maybe ran into danger in a forest somewhere, instead of a city given the tan color?

>Would certainly be difficult to keep a six to six schedule, if that was the case.

>A false grunt emanated from your maw as you sat your entire body on the pants to make the final fold.

>A factory worker then? The stains and heavier clothing would almost make sense to you then, but factories weren’t supposed to be dangerous anymore.

>Not to mention that all the factory workers you had seen in your short life had been wearing denim overalls at most, not the woven chainmail Anon was wearing to work…

>Another point to the fireman theory was the fair number of what looked like scorch marks around the sleeves of some of his coats.

>Certainly not as much as you would think for running into burning buildings all day, but certainly more fire than you surmised would be around in a factory.

>So confusing.

>Perhaps tonight after work would be a good time to ask… though you didn’t want to be a bother. Seen and not heard and all.

>Great job, by the way.

>That horrid buzzing certainly wasn’t helping you think.

>The horrid buzzing right behind you.

>That you were making.

>You cough and throttle down your auxiliary cooling fan, anxiety had a tendency to raise the speed to unacceptably audible levels without your noticing.

>What were you anxious for anyway? You ask yourself, nearly out loud. He’s been taking care of himself fine for years before you showed up.

>You hope.

>The contents of his refrigerator on your first day weren’t terribly reassuring.

>You didn’t even know what half of the things in there were, but somehow you instinctively knew they were terrible.

>Sticks of dehydrated mystery meat, damp foil wrapped sandwich halves, something apparently called a ‘Twinkie’

>Almost none of it was some sort of ingredient you could identify, just strange blocks that were like oily bread or dried beef.

>You worried that even Anon noticed your disgust for it when he was introducing you to your new… workspace.

>Before you know it you’re back in Anon’s closet, putting one of the last precarious stacks of folded and hung work equipment onto his coat rack.

>Such personal spaces, they had said, were to be treated as hallowed ground. Do your work and look at nothing.

>Which is exactly that you did.

>And that’s why you don’t blame yourself for the shelving next to the rack being disturbed by the new weight.

>And the now very much on the floor fragile looking wooden box.

>At least, you tried not to blame it on yourself.

>Darn, darn, darn it all!

>You quickly flip it over, and check it for injuries.

>None on the outside that you can see.

>Now to run your luck and find out it was his secret crystal glass collection on the inside.

>Can’t go one full day without making a problem!

>Even after making it all the way to the end and doing exactly what you were built to do you just couldn’t manage the simplest of things.

>’No reason to work yourself up like that, sis.’

>Your fan throttles down again.

>Emulating another sigh, you allow yourself a second to breathe.

>Carefully unlatching the metal pin on its top, you peer in to the wooden cube.

>Oh wow.

>It’s a- thankfully unharmed- record player.

>Perhaps your bad luck had paid for one good thing to happen today.

>Well, two maybe.

>You always loved music when on your rare downtime during training.

>The one older classical record that they played on repeat certainly wasn’t the most enjoyable on your 50th listen, but it beat the sound of silence or one of your more vain sister units primping her hair.

>Hopefully he doesn’t take this being out of place as you snooping, and understands that it was your mistake.

>In any case, what a discovery!

>A real record player, and it’s not even owned by a company.

>So many possibilities, imagine all the wonderful music Anon must have.

>You would imagine what kinds of music he’d listen to, but you haven't heard much yourself.

>Up on the shelf next to the empty spot the thing must’ve come from there was most certainly a box containing some flat squares about record sized.

>As much as your curiosity pushes you to investigate the musical tastes of your charge, the logical part of your core tells you that just discovering the record player is exploration enough for one day.

>You are very much interested in having some entertainment during your day, you can only ‘sleep’ in charge cycles for so long before they become so short as to not be worth the trouble of stepping onto the charging pad.

>Surely he would be fine with you listening to music as you worked, he’s been nothing but accommodating, as much as you were uncomfortable with that.

>He should be accommodated for.

>Perhaps you could convince him to answer two questions, then.
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  >Walking out of work on Fridays is always just the best feeling, isn’t it?

>The whole weekend at your fingertips, countless hours of personal progress and/or leisure just waiting to be taken advantage of.

>You pay no mind to the fact that this is the first weekend since high school you’ve felt this way.

>Simply imagine the possibilities.

>Getting a head start on the coming winter freeze by blowing out your sprinklers.

>Getting greasy, and most likely angry, under the Red-rod.

>Even finally fixing the leaky gutters that you’ve been putting off since… ‘67?

>You still remember coming home to your head having a bunch of sticks and dirty water dumped on it when the awning pipe failed.

>Amazing how two years flew by so damn quick.

>Or something like that, sometimes you feel like you need to check.

>But yes, plenty to do. So much time to do it too! That Julie has been a hell of a trooper for the week she’s been around.

>House has been completely spotless since day three.

>You should buy her a gift, maybe.

>Oh, there always is sitting around and watching TV instead of doing those more entertaining chores, they are still chores after all.

>That sounds real nice about now.

>However you still have the getting home hurdle.

>Any other day that wouldn’t be an issue, but your crew always stops at Tom’s truck for a little powwow on the last day of the week.

>As a crew supervisor he got better parking than the rest of you mere Peons, never mind the fact that both you and Vance had worked here longer.

>You two always made sure to bust him about being hard enough workers to stay in real jobs while he got promoted to ‘stand around man.’

>You’d be jealous if you weren’t glad you didn’t have to wrangle a bunch of factory workers.

>Instead you had the joy of being a factory worker that needed to be wrangled.

>”Alright guys, bring it in.” Tom said.

>He leaned against the side of his two door pick up, while the rest of you stood in the gravel in a semicircle around him.

>”So.” He said, whipping out a cigarette and sticking it in his mouth, fishing for a lighter. “That’s another week down. Everything went as well as it could’ve, right?”

>”My ass.” Vance snarked, pulling out his own lighter and lighting Tom’s cigarette for him. “Plastics reports a class A fire and by the time you get there the shit’s melted and become a class B. It’s great having to go back and get the CO2 tanks when you’ve already sprinted across the building with foam.”

>”Why don’t you just bring the B extinguishers in the first place?”

>Tom nods his head in thanks and puffs out some smoke while Vance sighs, exasperated.

>”Fuckin’ policy man! ‘You need to follow the rules while Lithotel is here!’” He says bringing his hands up in a mocking gesture. “Even though the rules make the fires look even worse. God dammit.”

>”More importantly, makes them more dangerous.” Tom adds. “Everyone needs to keep their heads up, we’re not immune to a bad fire just for having an asbestos ceiling.”

>Everyone present offers a nod or quiet grunt of agreement.

>You speak up with a half cocked smirk towards Vance. “Corrosives is doing great! Safest job in the building now.”

>Vance rolls his eyes, blowing a raspberry at you.

>”Yeah…” Tom starts “That limey gets a bigger smile every time a fire breaks out. It‘s giving me the creeps.”

>You haven’t seen him at all since your introduction.

>Must not be too interested in acid, what with wanting to replace it anyway.

>”In any case, the weekend is upon us.” Tom says, waving away the lull in the conversation.

>Vance speaks up. “And this one’s going to be a good one, right Anon?”

>You look at him, confused. Why are you being singled out?

>“I guess. Why?” you ask.

>”You know, with you hosting us for dinner and all?”

>Oh hell.

>It’d completely slipped your mind.

>”Oh yeah. Much great fun to be had.” You hold a hand out to Tom. “Cigarette please.”

>”You don’t smoke.” He says, clutching his Lucky Strikes to his chest. “Plus, you can chainsmoke all you want, it ain’t going to kill you by tomorrow.”

>”Worth a try.” You snark.

>”Oh come on, you big baby. We’re all adults here.”

>He glaces at the stocky firefighter.

>“We’re mostly adults here.”

>He blows out his last drag before continuing. “Me and Linus will be on our best behavior. Right Linus?”

>”Uh, yeah!” He stutters, usually content to be silent and let the old folks do the talking.

>”As much as I appreciate the sentiment that still means I have Tweedle-dum here to make as many jokes as possible at my expense.” You turn to him. “How the hell did I get stuck with you anyway?”

>”Two words. Corrosives Specialist.” Vance replies.

>Right, this jackass had gotten you this job in the first place.

>You pinch the bridge of your nose, gritting your teeth and holding in a groan.

>”Fine. But I don’t owe you shit after letting you into my house to embarrass me in front of J- my robot, got it?” You say, pointing a finger into his chest.

>”For this golden opportunity? Consider the debt paid in full.” He chuckles.

>You swear you can hear him cough ‘your robot?’ into his fist, but you’re not sure enough to waste more time standing around instead of getting home.

>Tom titters and shakes his head. “Five years since we graduated. Not a damn thing’s changed.”

>He opens the truck door, creaking on its hinges as he hauls himself into the cab and sinks into the plush bench seat.

>”I’d say that’s good enough. Get some rest boys, especially you Anon.” He winks, before starting the truck and zipping off.

>”What the hell’s that supposed to mean?” You say, watching him leave.

>”I’d guess it means sleep alone tonight.” Vance giggles before walking off to his own rust bucket.

>”Yeah, fuck you too buddy.” You reply, before waving Linus goodbye and walking to your own truck.

>You hop in to your suburban and pull the door shut, turning the key and making your own escape from company property.

>You’re not exactly thrilled about people coming over, but you hope Julie won’t be bothered too much, even on such short notice.

>’Not bothered’ is a fools hope anyway with those jokers.
+------------+
>”A party!?” Her eyes light up a very bright yellow. A good color hopefully?

>You hold your hands up in her direction, wanting to bring down her expectations. “No Julie, hanging out isn’t a party party. More like… a meeting. With friends.”

>She looks at you blankly, not responding for a moment.

>Did you break her brain or something?

>”Like a banquet? A banquet for four just means I can make more, smaller sides.” she says, smiling happily.

>It’s endearing, but that was not what you meant.

>You prop your head up with a fist as you slouch in your recliner.

>”Little more casual. Like… a family dinner kinda? But not with family.”

>The cat fixes you with a troubled, uncomfortable gaze. Like that of a nurse who must explain to a polio patient that her new crutches are going to prove a major setback in her budding career as a ballerina.

>She doesn’t get it.

>How the hell are you supposed to explain ‘hanging out’?

>It’s such a catch all term, is there even another way people say it?

>”Just… don’t try too hard, okay?”

>”But-”

>She pauses, but the confusion stays.

>”Okay.” She continues, and seems to return to a more peppy normal. “What kind of food do you want for your ‘friends meeting’?”

>That’s a head scratcher.

>Usually you just let Tom’s wife supply these outings. You don’t even trust your own cooking, let alone theirs.

>”I mean… bean dip, I ‘spose?” You reply dismissively, watching her stand there as if expecting more.

>Now the look in her eyes seems almost disappointed.

>”Is there-” She pauses. “Is there anything else you all might want to eat?”

>Clearly there’s some other answer she wants.

>”Do you… want to make other food?” You ask dumbly. “The guys are pretty simple, we don’t need anything special, really.”

>”I just think it’d be a great way to make a first impression.” She says with a meek smile.

>Hopefully Vance will stuff his face with her fancy food instead of being a jackass all night.

>”Be my guest, I’m sure the guys will appreciate it.” You say with as much appreciation as you can display.

>Julie smiles and walks into the kitchen, digging through the pantry as she hums a little tune to the air.

>She pulls out about a dozen pots and pans alongside old spices, even bottles you don't recognize with how far back they must have been buried in those shelves.

>You sigh and stare blankly into the television, tomorrow's fiasco stuck in your mind completely, overpowering any urge you have to actually watch whatever junk newsreel is playing at this hour..

>Usually banter from the guys wouldn't be a big deal, just some friendly locker room talk among longtime friends.

>But this is different.

>You look over at Julie and... she seems to be having the time of her life. Turning on all the stove dials and tinkering with temperatures, boiling water by the gallon, chopping vegetables and- dumping an entire package of eggs into a bowl?

>God, she moves quick when she's happy.

>You turn back to the TV. Surely she knows what she's doing in the kitchen, being built for that exact kind of thing.

>She really is innocent. Too innocent for the kind of stuff you brush off on a daily basis coming from them.

>’Is this going to make me regret her?’ You think to yourself.

>You can hardly believe having the thought. After just a week of her presence you couldn’t imagine going back. So many projects finished in one weekend that had been gathering dust for months, almost no chores to speak of, and...

>Well, you hardly want to admit it to yourself but having ‘someone’ to talk to other than glorified coworkers once in a while has been by far the best part.

>Plus, it’s conversation that went past idle pleasantries and busting chops. You didn’t even recognize how starved of genuine, no nonsense conversation you’d really been.

>Sure, the topics have been basic; a few comments back and forth about the types of cleaning products that, frankly, you couldn't ever find for the life of you on any store shelf, best breeds of coffee beans you each knew -though for some reason she never had much commentary on the flavor- as well as her listening politely while you gabbed about the parts you were replacing in the Model A.

>Politely being the key word, as your half became quite a bit less polite when you smashed your finger into the edge of a quarter panel trying to break a bolt loose.

>Hell, if she can shake your sailor mouth off with a sympathetic look maybe she can understand and ignore a manchild.

>Or three.

>”Anon?”

>You do like the guy, but Vance being 100% in the clear about how much of a problem he’s going to be doesn’t bode well. He usually at least tries to pretend he’ll be on good behavior.

>Even Tom and Linus are going to have serious questions no doubt, but Vance only cares about what makes him laugh.

>Maybe that’ll somehow make him the easiest to deal with.

>”Anon Mous?”

>Woah, you haven’t heard someone use your first and last name together since the last time you pissed off mom.

>Oh, Julie’s looking at you from just past the armrest of your recliner. When’d she get there?

>”Uh, do… do you need something?” You respond, slowly regaining your bearings after your tunnel of thought.

>”Are you okay Anon? You’ve been sitting there for quite a while…”

>”Of course I’m okay Julie, I’m just watching some TV.”

>She gives you an even more concerned look for the second time today, electric ear flopping and a faint, sherbet orange glow to her eyelights.

>”The television isn’t on.” She replies simply.

>You check.

>It’s not on.

>”Are you sure something’s not bothering you?” She says, resting a hand on your forearm. “How about a shoulder massage and an ear to listen?”

>You’re not sure how you feel about that idea.

>”That’s really not necessary, I’m just thinking.” You say, turning away to look for the remote.

>When was the last time you even watched TV? You’ve been too busy enjoying real hobbies for the tube and must’ve lost it.

>”Are you looking for the remote?” She asks.

>”Yes I am actually, it’s this big silver thing with buttons, says ‘Zenith’ on it.” You explain. “Can’t for the life of me remember where I put it.”

>”Here.” She says, looking at the TV. Like magic it sparks to life and tunes to ABC.

>No. Way.

>”Did you just do that?” You ask in wonder.

>She giggles, seemingly proud she’s impressed you.

>”Yes! Televisions with remotes are controlled by noises that people can’t hear, but I can make those sounds.”

>”That is so funny, we have to drive by the guys' houses sometime and mess with their TV sets!” You exclaim, eyes sparkling with the possibilities.

>”Anon! That would be mean!” She chastises, the smile on her face and the laughter in her voice betraying her real feelings.

>”Man, that’s awesome.” You say reclining in your chair, shaking the last of the chuckles out with your hands.

>Julie’s eyes flash white for a short while, then back to yellow.

>”Oh!” She chirps. “Speaking of your friends, I saw a record player in your closet when I was putting some of your big jackets away. I was wondering if we could bring it down to have some music playing at our houseparty?”

>”Oh that’s not really necessary Julie,” You begin explaining. “Like I said it’s not much of a party, just us drinking some beers and having dinner.”

>She grabs her shoulder, almost seeming embarrassed.

>”I- I also like music…”

>Oh my god, that’s the most gut wrenching puppy eyes you’ve ever seen on anything that isn’t a puppy. Is she blushing through her {i}black{/i} fur? What the hell?

>”I mean yeah! We can get the record player down here, no problem!” You say quickly, the sad expression having worked its magic.

>”Thank you, Anon.” She softly murmurs, a tiny smile on her face as you march towards your room to go get the thing.
+------------+
>With the quick hauling of a heavy wooden cube and its sister cardboard box of records, the vinyl deck was quickly plugged on and ready to sing again, just like it had back when this was mother’s living room.

>Julie is already hard at work digging through thew dusty box, pulling out records, dusting them with her feather brush while reading the title, and put them back.

>As you give the decks stylus a quick oiling, and the same for the drive belt, you strike up another conversation with the little cat robot.

>”So… were you big into tunes back when you were doing your ‘training’ thing?”

>She flicks an ear back at you, still in the middle of reading a title.

>’The “Chirping” Crickets.’ That’s a record dad sure played the hell out of, you’d be surprised if you could still hear Buddy Holly’s lyrics over the noise of age and wear.

>”As much as I could be.” She began, before looking back at you, eyes glowing a softer yellow than when she was laughing at your friends expense. “We only got to listen to it for a short while, and it was a few copies of the same record in case we broke one learning how to play them.”

>That makes sense, being robot secretaries they probably would be asked to change tracks to keep their owners from having to get off their ass.

>Thinking of corporate just reminds you of the creepy British guys at work.

>Eugh, back to the better subject.

>”Just the one record? That’d get old for me real quick. Did they at least have a radio for you to pass the time with?”

>”’Passing time’ Isn’t really a thing for us, if we’re not doing a task or interacting with people we ‘are to charge or find something else productive to do.’” She says pointedly, as if quoting someone.

>”Isn’t that boring?” You say, giving the deck a quick spin. It’s ready.

>”It can be, sometimes. But we were made for it.” She says, smiling softly as she reads another record.

>’Day By Night.’

>That’s definitely one of Mom’s. You’re not sure why, but you have a feeling Julie might take a liking to it.

>”Well, I’m not some stuffy corporate type. If you’re ever out of things to do and don’t need to charge or the like, feel free to listen to some records or watch TV. Life shouldn’t be boring.”

>”You... really mean that?” Julie says, orange eyed with a slightly starstruck expression marking her face.

>”Of course! ‘Mi Casa, Su Casa.’” You reply patting her head “I’m pretty sure one of the records in there has a song by that name.”

>”My house is your house.” She translates quickly, before giving you a quick hug.

>The hugging thing is definitely still new to you, but the little cat can be so endearing.

>”Thank you Anon. You’re too good to me.” She says happily. You swear you can feel her purring.

>New it may be, but it doesn’t feel weird anymore. You hug her back the best you can with her being half a head shorter than where your arms start.










  










Afterword



  Please drop by the Archive and comment to let the creator know if you enjoyed their work!








