
Shopping Trip:

By TerraMGP


There was always a sense of dread for Collin when he heard his parents speaking Mandarin. Normally they worked to rely more on English for the sake of work and simple social interactions. It wasn’t that English as the main tongue was forced upon them. But growing up the family had used that more often than not.


There were only two exceptions to this rule. Fights, and talks.


Collin wondered which it would be as he made his way up the stairs. He almost hoped for a fight. Getting yelled at wasn’t common but it was almost always in Mandarin. Probably because of his mom and dad not bothering to filter everything they said. Too caught up in emotions. At that point it was usually fine since he could half-listen or even tune them out entirely just by failing to pay attention. It was a ‘skill’ he credited to the fact that he thought in English, that and some odd things he half-remembered about linguistics originating from China or Chinese cultures hitting closer to the part of the brain used by people when singing. That part was probably all bullshit. But it was poetic bullshit.


Talks were done for the opposite reason. It was when his mom and dad wanted to be precise. When they wanted to choose their words with surgical precision. That was worse, because then he had to listen. He had to think about everything very carefully. It forced his English-first brain to pay attention. Collin was not happy about that.


It was worse when he got to the living room and saw that they had put the arm chair in front of the couch. He sighed and sat down in it. The dread already palpable. His whole body already tense. The boy pulled his stocking legs up against his chest and slumped back into the seat, looking at his mother and father. The two slightly graying red pandas with their simple sharp middle management haircuts and neatly trimmed fur. There was a touch of guilty resentment as he looked at them. Cold, when compared to Justin’s parents. Or Mistress. Far more in line with the bible thumpers and snooty semi-wealthy people who’d often look down their nose at the girl mode of the wah.


But then Kathoey could turn around and flip them off right back. Overtly, in her case. No doublespeak and backhanded compliments for her. Collin was just soft and shy. Resentful and oh so tired.


“Chen” his father started. There were subtle inflections in his tone which made very clear that this conversation was indeed going to be in Mandarin. “Your mom and I had a conversation with your vice principal today.”

It always took a moment for him to filter the words. Not long, not after so many years of doing it. But it was a frustrating little hiccup in his thought processes Collin wished to hell wasn’t there. He looked to his mother, then back to his father. Two sets of deep brown eyes just staring at him. His mind not quite able to place what emotions the felt, though they had to be frustration. Especially with the damn cat being mentioned.


“She had me talk to the school therapist.” Collin nodded The words coming out in Mandarin but forming in English.


“Yes. We asked her if she would.” His mother nodded “We’ve noticed things were off with you for a while now. We had hoped that you were just nervous about school. Whenever your dad or I tried to talk to you about it, you just haven’t seemed that interested.”

“There’s nothing to talk about.” Collin huffed


His father shook his head “Clearly there is. Miss Dixon said she talked to Mrs. Garcia. From the sounds of it, there is something you find wrong, but you don’t feel comfortable telling us about it. Is that correct, son?”

“I thought she said she couldn’t say anything.” Collin winced.


“She didn’t. Only that Miss Dixon didn’t have to worry about things and that she’d let you know the door was open if you wished to talk.


Collin watched his mother reach out to grab his knee, her frame scooting forwards on the couch. Years at a computer had left her just a bit slumped and her frantic work schedule had put some bags in her eyes that shone though the typical face markings. She gripped bare knee fur and at once Colin was glad he wasn’t in girl mode. Kathoey’s socks would be hard to explain.


“Well even if there is anything wrong, and I’m not saying there is.” Collin scoffed “I’m not a little kid anymore. I can figure it out.”

“Chen, where did you get that tone?” His mother sapped. Somehow her words in Mandarin made it sound even sharper. There was actual pain in her voice, as if she had the right to feel pain about this.


His father sighed and put his arm around her with a claming, comforting hug. “Ling, I’m sure he doesn’t mean it. You do need to watch your tone, Chen. But at the same time I remember what it was like being your age. Your grandfather and I never saw eye to eye. Still don’t. I do not want that for us. You know what I’m talking about, don’t you?”

It was funny, in a way. Hearing his dad talk about that. It was one of the biggest taboos every time they went to visit with the family during the summer. Everyone tried to be friendly and get along. Cousins would often berate them to hear about how things were in the US and both of the grandmothers were pleasant. But Grandpa. Their father’s father. That was a hard man. Cold. Distant. Stubborn. Not just aloof like his father. Chen had a hard time thinking of the mans face without it being twisted into a scowl. Collin didn’t know if his father really meant what he said, or if it was some kind of petty dig at grandpa from half a planet away. 


Either way he nodded dumbly to his father, then looked down at the floor.


“We are your parents, Chen.” His mother continued “We love you, and we don’t want to see you doing poorly.”

“I’m still getting pretty good grades.” Collin grumbled


“It’s not about good grades.” His father corrected “It’s about living up to your potential. If you were only getting Bs, but that was what you got when you worked hard, we’d be proud of that. The real point is the effort. We know how smart you are. We just want to see you strive with ambition. We want a bright future for our son.”

If only they knew. They were lying, naturally. He’d get screamed at if he brought home Bs and Cs when he had to work for it. He was sure of that. He looked over those stress worn faces again and sighed. It really didn’t make sense. The way the two toiled ad fought and struggled. Long hours and being on call at any time. No real breaks. Soul crushing jobs. And for what? An old camper to hitch up to dads SUV when he and Hui were finally out of the house? Promotions that would simply get them more work and less free time? Unspoken respect and jealousy from people who were about as Christian as… as… Jesus as something not very Christian.


“You need to do better, Chen.” His mother said firmly “Not just getting As. Putting yourself into your work. It’s not just about what you know, it’s about discipline. That’s the real key to things..


Collin tried to roll his eyes at the cliché, but the goodie two shoes welded deep in his soul forced him to nod instead. “Ok.” he nearly whispered


His father smiled a little and scooted forward on his seat “We will always be here to listen to you, son. But if you don’t feel comfortable talking to us we hope you’ll at least talk to a therapist. Mrs. Garcia said she’d talk to you whenever you want.”

“If you want to look at getting a regular appointment with a doctor, we can do that too.” His mother chimed in. “Though we both thought that, unless you really needed it, we should wait until you decide on a school. That way you can stay with one doctor for a while no matter where you go.”

Until ‘you’ decide on a school. That was the only thought in Collin’s head. It wasn’t going to be him who decided. He knew his mother would pick. She’d already pushed him on which ones to apply for. His acceptance letters would narrow it down but in the end he had no say in things. He never had, maybe he never would.


“Anything else?” He muttered. Both parents shook their heads no. Collin sighed softly. “I’ll think about it, I guess. If I don’t feel better soon.”

His father pulled himself up, nodded and walked over to the boy, kissing him on the top of the head and patting him on the shoulder. “I love you, son.” This time it was said in English. 


Collin smiled at the words, but they didn’t help all that much. Even if there were shreds of him which simply felt wrong somehow.


“I need to take you and your sister to Kohl’s” His mother added, the Mandarin officially banished from both parents now. “There’s a sale on winter clothes. Your sister seems to be getting lots of socks too. Girl really likes socks. Probably better for both of you to get things while the sale is going.”

Collin winced. Those weren’t all Hui’s socks. Once again he could do little more than nod dumbly as he began to wonder what other stupid mistakes he’d made.

--------------------


Getting rides from Justin had been a bit hard lately. Partially it was because the otter had his little almost’ job. Plus fucking up his car had seen his parents ask him where he was going and when he’d be back every time he went out. Even if it was earlier in the day. On top of it, though, was the little worry that the dumb otter boy might decide to ask for ask for something in return for the service. Not gas money. That was usually a given just to avoid any parental yelling. But without Mistress to keep Justine around and in check, well, Kathoey always had that tense little worry in the back of her mind that she might be ‘played with’ by the horny little would-be sadist Otter.


The fact that she blushed at the idea when it crossed her mind had nothing to do with it.


This time he’d been a gentleman, though. He dropped her off at the mall, didn’t even look back when she changed in his back seat. She just had to give him a text when she was ready to go. Presumably he had his own plans there. 


It was for the best, Kathoey remembered the last time Hui thought the two were on a ‘date’. Not something the wah wished to feel again.


Collin had already been shopping. More boring button up polo-shirts and khakis and whatever else his mother found on sale that she thought looked good on him. True Hui had much the same, but then at least she could sew and alter stuff without worry.


Kathoey didn’t have that kind of luxury. Everything Collin owned was pure ‘boy’ and dorky in a way that could not possibly be turned sexy. Not unless you could somehow toss him into a locker room with a bunch of horny, out of control sports ball players. No, The wah girl was going to have to pick out her own clothes. That’s what she told herself as she started to walk past the various stores which still stood in the wake of ever growing online shopping. In truth it was probably something Kathoey should be doing anyways. After all, she still hadn’t quite figured out her own style yet. Up until now the wah girl had just gone with whatever she could snag from her sister or the goodwill. Hoarding up a hidden little stash and hoping like hell her mom wouldn’t find it.


That last part was admittedly a bit of a risk, but one she would figure out later. For now the girl simply walked her way past the various clothing shops broken up by things like a record store or curio shop here and there. Each time trying to put herself into some of the things she saw. Each time feeling a nagging little bit of worry behind the elation. Worry that she’d be found out. Recognized. Some growing dread that someone would get wise and somehow make things worse for her.


“That’s dumb Collin talking.” she muttered to herself “Why should I give a fuck what he thinks.”

The issue was, she did. At least in that she knew she couldn’t afford to deal with her parents’ bullshit if they found out about this. Not until her Mistress got over whatever was going on with her and Kathoey had a place to stay. She may be a slut, but she knew damn well that being out on the streets would not be fun. No matter how nice some of her comics made it sound.


That little running line of thought was kept to one small part of her brain, though. The rest was too busy going over the various outfits she could see from shop windows. Strutting along while she assessed the various outfits looking for something cute. Trying to give each shop a fair shake before she started her actual shopping. After all, she didn’t have that much. Two weeks allowance. Ten of which was set aside for Justin’s ‘fee’ to drive her up here. Just because she was going to splurge on herself, didn’t mean she had to break the bank.


“Well hey there.”

The familiar voice put Kathoey’s back straight as a metal rod. She went on tiptoe a moment, then turned to the side, glancing at Becky. The badger girl’s big blue eyes shimmering under that mop of fiery copper hair.


Kathoey turned to look at her, quickly noticing the tall, slender green frame of Esme beside her. The slender gecko with a soft blue Hijab and tightly wound scarf making her look almost comically top-heavy.


“I thought that was you.” Becky snickered


“I don’t know how she could tell.” Esme sighed as she looked the wah over.


Becky smirked a bit at her friend and then turned back to Kathoey. A small bit of smugness in her grin. “So what are you doing here? Looking for something cute, I take it?”

“Yeah.” Kathoey’s voice a bit meek. Her brain still processing the rush of Becky actually being here. It wasn’t Mistress. But after last time with the badger girl, Kathoey had to admit being here in the all with Becky was making her feel at least a bit of the squirminess she’d longed for. “What about you guys?”

“Same.” Becky nodded “Just started, really. Esme keeps telling me I need to try and dress a bit better.”

“I think you‘re fine.” Collin looked the badger over. Her own scarf and knit had had been shoved into her puffer coat pocket. Under it was a tee shirt with some Kevin Smith movie or something Kathoey didn‘t really know. She only recognized the director, and even then just barely.


Becky beamed a bit and put a paw on Kathoey‘s shoulder, her grin growing even wider as she looked the wah up and down. “Say, why don‘t we all hang out? I mean, three girls is better than two, right? That way we can figure out just what‘s really cute on you.


She looked at Becky, then at Esme. The eager badger girl was enough that it should have swayed her all on her own. Yet there was something about Esme. The way she looked at Kathoey. The way she only barely managed to hide her own grimacing scowl. “I donno.” the wah muttered “I mean, you two seem busy. , I can just keep going around.” Kathoey chirped “I mean I was planning to go around by myself anyways.”

Esme pushed two long, slender fingers into her forehead and ground the tips in right between her eyes. Stress all but radiating from the gecko as she thudded her tail on the cold tiles. “No, it’s fine.” She sighed. “You’re here anyways. Plus it’s not like you’re looking to butt in.”

“Esme can really help out, too.” Becky nodded “She’s the one here who knows what looks good!”

That little comment drew daggers of rage from the tall gecko. Not that Becky seemed to notice. If she had, the daggers stared into her back probably would have knocked her on the floor. When Becky turned around Esme had already managed to switch her scowl to a very chipper smile. One that the badger likely wouldn’t be able to tell was purely fake.


Kathoey was actually rather amused by that. It was an impressive feat of acting. Though the girl ‘was’ an actress so it’s not like it should be that big of a shock. “So uh, where were you guys going?” The wah felt a bit of that confidence ebb away as Becky seemed to take charge. Not the same eager difference she felt with Mistress. But still the badger girl had shown just how strong she could be towards the little loser sissy slut.


“I guess if he, ‘she’, doesn’t mind a bit of creative input.” The gecko sighed. “Do you know what size you are? Usually that’s a good place to start when you’re trying to figure out how to do some serious clothes shopping. I tend to find that some places do better with different sizes than others.”

“I unno.” Kathoey shrugged “Usually I just kinda ‘borrow’ stuff from Hui. I think we’re about the same size? Maybe?”

That comment drew a frustrated groan from Esme. The simmering distaste she had managed to bite back now clear annoyed disgust.


“Was that… not the right answer?” Kathoey blinked.


“It’s not your fault.” Becky snickered “It’s just the curse of the tall girl.”

“that clears up a lot of your options.” Esme muttered “Because everyone just loves to cater to the god damn short girls. You break six foot and suddenly you’re a freak who has to check around for every little thing and spend hours of your life in the fitting room. Especially if you are ‘skinny but tall’. Because I guess they think anyone tall is going to be some model who can just go out and afford whatever she wants.”

“Breathe, Esme, breathe” Becky snickered as she grabbed the girls arm, giving her shoulder a reassuring pat.


“Sorry.” Esme sighed. “Let’s go this way. I think I know where we need to start.”
--------------------


It was Becky’s turn in the changing room. In theory there should have been enough for all three girls to have one. On a slower day that may have been the case. Instead Esme sat along side Kathoey while they waited for Becky to come out in whatever she’d picked next. Stuck listening to the badger grumble while in one stall a mother angrily shouted with her young girl, and in the other there seemed to be a woman who was quiet, save for tripping and thudding occasionally against one of the walls.


“We should have done Forever 21 first.” Esme sighed. The gecko girl’s eyes glancing sidelong at ‘Kathy’. The red panda sitting there disturbingly calm. Knees pulled up with shoe heels on the cheap chair while shuffling though the clothing already in the couple of bags they had gotten back at Kohl’s and JC penny.


“Eh, It’s ok. I told Justin I’ll hook him up with some BK for the extra wait.” The girly thing beside Esme shrugged.


It was a bit disturbing in a way. The voice was so close to Hui’s. Perhaps a bit more refined. Less nasal and with a bit of the Michigander overrun filed off. A fact Esme only really noticed thanks to her own practice with non-regional diction made her painfully aware of saying ‘melk’ instead of milk all the time. More than that though… Collin looked almost like Hui. The outfits were perhaps a bit less overly saccharine and geeky. No mismatched socks or attempts to blend in cosplay with everyday clothing. Just a 1up mushroom on a cut-off shirt that showed some bellybutton and a simple pleated skirt with some knee socks. Normal, by comparison. A bit more mature. Almost like an older sister.


The idea being a bit uncomfortable, since this was Hui’s older ‘Brother’.


“So Justin knows about this little… everything?” Esme muttered softly


“Oh yeah.” the panda nodded, blushing a bit at mention of it. “He’s way cheaper than an Uber. I don’t know why Hui doesn’t take advantage of him driving more often. I guess sis just feels guilty about that.”

A small tug pulled on the corner of Esme’s maw. The almost smile faded quickly, her shoulders slumping. She continued to watch the figure beside her. It was almost a bit jarring how selfish ‘Kathy’ sounded. Not that Esme really cared all that much about the feelings of Hui’s unhinged object of affection. Until this newest revelation she’d have painted Collin as the more reasonable of the two boys. Which was probably why she didn’t spend much time around them.


‘Kathy’, for her part, was oblivious. She flipped though her phone while sipping on an Orange Julius and humming some inane pop song to herself. The lack of recognition for the young woman’s grinding frustration felt like some kind of insult. Even more so when those soft brown eyes looked up towards her


“You ok?” The wah chirped


“When’d you get that drink?” Esme muttered. The first thing to hit her head which wasn’t an insult


Kathy looked down at it, then shrugged and back up at Esme “I went to grab it while you were doing your last change. I still think that shirt looked good on you, by the way.”

“Uh, Thanks.” The compliment didn’t seem the least bit backhanded and it caught Esme by surprise. She looked down to the pink and blue strapped top she’d tried. Really not something to wear in winter. Especially not for her. It had also felt a bit too short. She wondered for a moment if she was just being too timid about what she wore.


But then, she was talking to a boy. A pervert at that. She had to remind herself of that fact no matter how nice it was for someone to actually give her honest feedback on how she looked.


“So what about me?” Kathy perked an ear up, glancing up at Esme


“What about you?” She sighed back. Wincing as a few loose strands fell out of the tight wrap of her hijab, dangling annoyingly in her field of vision.


“Anything you think would look good on me?” The earnestness of the question was the most off-putting part. The sincerity of the look on ‘her’ face almost grinding glass into Esme’s soul. An amount of concern neither of her actual friends had ever really shown. Some small, dark part of Esme had to wonder if Hui’s stupid brother was actually trying to insult her.


Still, she looked the wah over. Her eyes flickering a bit and her foot tapping a heavy snow boot on the hard tile floor. She licked her sticky tongue along her lips while giving an actual moment’s thought to the whole affair, then shook her head and sniffed the air a bit. “Depends on what you’re going for I guess. You sure don’t look like Hui.”

“Hui’s too much of a dork.” The red panda replied


“You do the same hobbies she does.” Esme chided


‘Kathy’ Laughed and narrowed her eyes a bit. “Like you aren’t at the D&D sessions, miss air pirate.”

Esme blinked, balked and sank back into her seat, arms folded hard over her chest. “not nearly as much anymore.” She muttered bitterly, not even fully realizing she did so.


“Huh?” ‘Kathy’ blinked “Sorry I didn’t hear you.”

The gecko was about to lash back at the sarcasm. Except it wasn’t sarcasm. Once again her frustration and borderline anger were curbed by the lack of legitimate opening for them. She sighed, pushing her hair back into place and leaning back in the uncomfortable fabric-covered seat. “Well, as for what you can do. Like I said, it depends on what you want. I mean, you could always get a few piercings. I know that’s one thing Hui would never do.”

The wah bit back a snicker mid sip. Esme looked down and narrowed her eyes a bit .the red of her Iris’ flickering in the florescent store light.


“I say something funny?” She balked


“No, nothing it’s just” Kathy shook her head “Yeah I might try that, but not until I move out. No way. Not doing anything the folks could see that I can’t hide. I’m not dumb like Justin.”

“What about Justin?” The voice wasn’t Esme’s. Indeed both she and ‘Kathy’ glanced over at Becky to see the badger coming out wearing a rather ill fitting off black turtleneck that absolutely did not flatter the boxy girl. She stomped her way over to the wah and looked down at the drink, quirking her brow a bit. “What flavor?” She asked


‘Kathy’ looked down at the ground, actually blushing. The oddly forceful tone of Becky’s innocuous question had struck some kind of chord. Hard enough, it seemed, that the feminine red panda wrapped that tail around ‘her’ own body in a reflexive display of childish meekness. “Orange, Miss”

The last part was whispered. Probably not for Esme to hear. It made her uncomfortable. Felt way too much like how Hui talked to Justin. She just looked away readying herself to tune out if these two started acting odd. She groaned in frustration The two looked at her. That frustration turned to sheepish annoyance as she looked down at the floor. “Sorry. Working there kinda ruins the place for you, I guess.” She muttered.


“So what’s this about Justin?” Becky’s tone returned to normal with unnerving ease. Esme, in spite of herself, couldn’t help but lean in.


“I was just saying I can’t get like, ear rings or anything until I move out.” Kathy shrugged


“Justin doesn’t have anything pierced, though” Becky blinked “I mean, we’d see a hole or two if he did.”

“Oh, no.” Kathy noted “I wasn’t talking about that. I meant his Tattoo.”

“What?” Both Becky and Esme yelped the words in unison. Some woman standing nearby shushing them. Becky slumped into the free chair beside the wah and leaned in eagerly “Justin has a tattoo? I… how? Meredith would never-”

“He didn’t ask her.” Collin nodded “He didn’t really have to. I mean he’s old enough.”

“So, like, where is it?” Esme whimpered as she asked the question. It was unnervingly voyeuristic to do so. She was actually still trying to figure out how the other boy would even know about something like that. The question raising way too many more in her mind.


Kathy blushed a bit more and smirked a knowing, impish smirk. The kind of thing Esme had to imagine the puckish little ‘Pim’ from their D&D games wore every second of the day. “It’s on his back.” The wah proclaimed in a not-so-hushed whisper “Got it a few months ago. It’s these ravenish angel wings wrapped in chains. Pretty big, too. If he didn’t wear that coat all the time I bet his mom and dad would have seen by now.”

“Damn.” Becky snickered “Now I gotta see it. I bet Hui squeed herself cross-eyed when he dropped that bombshell.” Becky winced and bit her lip, remembering that without the glasses Hui would be. “er, you know what I mean”

“We can probably get him to show it off next session if you both want.” the wah giggled back “I bet he’d actually be pretty proud of it. Just so long as his folks don’t find out.”

“Next session, huh?” Esme scoffed. “Whatever that may be.”

Both Becky and ‘Kathy’ looked at her, quirking their brows a bit. The gecko girl tensed up. She wasn’t at all expecting the attention on her. It took a moment to even realize she’d let that slip out. When she did, she slumped her shoulders a bit and hardened her resolve casting her eyes to the side.


“Something wrong?” Becky whimpered


“Nothing, it’s just, Kinda sick of the fact that you guys cut our sessions down to include that other game.” she muttered


“Really?” Becky blinked “I thought you said you were too busy with rehearsal.”

“I wasn’t ‘that’ busy.” The taller girl scoffed “Never mind. Forget it.”

“No, come on. If this is upsetting you we should talk.” Becky stood and moved over to stand in front of her friend. “What’s wrong? Come on.”

Esme knew what was wrong. That was the problem. Becky should know too. She should ‘know’ why her best friend was upset. She should be able to tell this without having to ask. Allah, but it was so damn simple she imagined that even Collin sitting there in girl clothes could have picked up on the issue better. Though she’d be damned if she let the creep have any sort of satisfaction figuring it out.


“Never mind.” Esme finally sighed as she stood, snagging up her bags and the clothing she’d decided on already.


“If it’s any comfort.” Kathy chimed in “Justin said we can resume our old schedule starting next weekend if you want. I think he was going to have Hui call you guys but-”

“I’ll be there.” Esme barked. The bitterness was still in her voice and she made no attempt to hide it. Instead she simply started marching her way towards the check out, not really bothering to see if the other two were behind her.

