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      Caron bit her lip as her roommate Refilwe paused on the sidewalk leading up to Tiyamike's house. Music boomed even though the windows and door were closed. Seriously, it was like being outside of a bar though it was three in the afternoon instead of eleven at night. Just with less smoke, thank goodness.

      It was a nice house in a nice neighborhood, a nice white picket fence surrounding a nicely trimmed lawn and nice shrubs that were trimmed and cute and everything that fit into the neighborhood. Until you noticed that the neighboring houses had their curtains firmly drawn. Almost aggressively drawn. Caron saw the curtains on the house to the right twitch.

      A very white woman glared at her.

      Oh great. The cops were definitely going to get called. Soon. They needed to turn that music down, pronto. Not that Tiyamike would care. Her dad was a cop and he'd already said, apparently, that he'd make sure they didn't get any trouble. Nice for Tiyamike, not so good for Caron who he barely knew.

      "Man, this is great," Refilwe exclaimed. She bounced on her toes, giggling like a pre-teen. "It's such a cute little house!"

      So strange to see a big black body builder giggling like that but it was Refilwe. She'd never cared what anyone thought about her. Being so big gave her that advantage, mostly. Wouldn't matter if a cop car drove by but maybe they could run for the front door? Tiyamike might be able to call her father, get the cops to back off before someone got shot.

      "We really shouldn't be here," Caron said, stomach in knots. "Come on, we should go home, Refilwe. It's not a good idea."

      "Oh nonsense," Refilwe said. She tugged Caron towards the front steps, all three of them. Caron wasn't used to so few stairs, so unlike the row houses she'd grown up with. "I know you're anxious about it but you know everyone."

      "Not the neighbors," Caron hissed as she twisted her wrist to get free. Unsuccessfully. "They're going to call the cops. This isn't the sort of neighborhood where we can be safe, Refilwe. You know it's not."

      Refilwe sighed and tugged hard, pulling Caron right up next to her side. Her arm was a beefy iron bar around Caron's shoulders as she pointed to the house on the right where Caron had seen the white woman.

      "Sweetie, that gal's disabled," Refilwe said. "Tiyamike brings her food at least every other day. She's got massive anxiety and can't talk to people without panic attacks. Nice lady apparently, just seriously unable to go out between the need for a walker and her agoraphobia. Doesn't help that her idiot son won't put in a ramp for her. Tiyamike and Duri had to carry her out of the house the last time she had a doctor's appointment."

      Caron stared at the determinedly curtain-covered window, then at Refilwe. "Oh."

      "Now," Refilwe said, pointing at the house on the left, "they're apparently this super-cool old Asian couple who travel all over the world. They're not even home right now. They're off in Peru seeing Manchu Picchu, hiking up by food the way the Peruvians used to. Won't be back for a month. Tiyamike is watering their plants. Across the street is three houses with young families, none of whom are home at this time of day. We're fine."

      "Oh."

      It wasn't… This wasn't a dangerous neighborhood. As respectable as the houses looked, this wasn't someplace that would get her killed just for walking around. Normal people, nice people, instead of rich old white men and women who would look down on her just for her dark skin, her thousands of freckles all across her body, her mop of curly hair that would never, ever behave.

      Tiyamike's neighborhood was safe.

      Her legs shook with the release of the nervous energy. That stubborn part of her mind that always took the worst-case scenario stubbornly insisted that Refilwe couldn't possibly be right about it. But she didn't lie about things like that. Especially when Caron was on the verge of panic attacks.

      Refilwe had been her touchstone of reality every since they met. She'd never betrayed Caron yet. Thank goodness. Caron wasn't sure she'd still be alive if she didn't have someone to help her navigate the paranoia and anxiety.

      "Okay," Caron mumbled. "Sorry."

      "Eh, it's okay, sweetie." Refilwe grinned. "Let's get in there and party!"

      She all but picked Caron up as she hurried up the stairs and pounded on the door. Caron opened her mouth to protest but the door flew open and there was Tiyamike, her hair flying in the longest afro possible, dress as bright as a rainbow. With all the colors of a rainbow, for that matter.

      It was short and tight, showing off all of Tiyamike's ample curves. Sleeveless too, which would have kept Caron in the bathroom because god, she wouldn't have been able to let anyone see her upper arms. Tiyamike didn't seem to notice that her saggy triceps were right there for everyone to see as she grinned at the two of them.

      "You made it!" Tiyamike exclaimed. "Come on in, you two. Everyone else is here. Duri's making burgers out back. Jun and Nkruma are upstairs doing something. I'm not asking what and I recommend you don't either. Azar's the one in charge of the music, Caron, so if it's too much, you just say so. Azar will turn it down. Oh, and I've got a friend from home visiting, Sabah Gensch. She's… Huh. Probably hiding somewhere. She gets nervous meeting new people."

      Caron nodded, trying to find words to say thank you and sorry and oh god, not a new person to meet. All that came out was a garbled little sound, not that it seemed to bother Tiyamike. She just hugged Caron and then laughed as Refilwe lifted her right off her feet when they hugged.

      It was a cute house, loud music notwithstanding. Azar nodded to Caron as she turned the music down, shifting from a pounding rock beat to a quieter instrumental with soothing flutes and violins. Caron's shoulders relaxed immediately. Of course, Azar didn't say anything. She never did, preferring to sit with the music instead of interacting with the people directly. Her hoodie, black as always, was pulled up over her head so it was a bad day for her, too, where interaction would overload her.

      Caron slipped away from Tiyamike and Refilwe's enthusiastic discussion of which dips were best with corn chips versus potato chips, dodging into the kitchen where Duri stood with a tray of cooked hamburger patties while Kaede, tall and thin and constantly moving to the beat of Azar's music, put together what looked like a hundred sliders.

      "Pickle chips, yes or no?" Kaede asked. She glanced towards Caron.

      "Um, I prefer them but maybe some without?" Caron suggested. "There's someone new?"

      "Sabah," Duri said, nodding towards the back yard. "She's outside. Too many new people. You going to go stare or hide with her?"

      "I'd hide upstairs but Tiyamike said that might not be a good idea."

      Both Kaede and Duri rolled their eyes, synchronized even, so no, not a good idea. Caron took two sliders, a bottle of water and then cautiously slipped outside. She didn't seen anyone immediately but that didn't say anything.

      Tiyamike and Duri didn't believe in perfectly manicured yards. They had complained about it a million times before they bought this house. So Caron wasn't surprised that the back yard had bushes in huge pots, several big old trees that shaded the whole thing and a lovely little picnic area complete with a table near the door. And a grill, standing open and quietly ticking in the afternoon sunshine.

      She looked around again and then shivered as she sat at the table with her sliders. Well, whoever Sabah was, apparently she was even worse at new people than Caron was. Caron couldn't see her anywhere.

      Eating helped. A lot. It generally did. There was something hugely grounding about the taste and texture of food. Cleansing about the water rinsing her teeth clean. Caron sighed once she was done.

      She should go back inside.

      Everyone else was inside. Doing their own things. Which meant that Caron was permitted, no, required, to do what made her feel most comfortable. Tiyamike's Golden Rule: Everyone has a comfort zone and they were all required to seek it when they were uncomfortable around her.

      Going back inside wasn't good. Maybe she could sit next to Azar but with Azar overloaded, no, that wouldn't work. Hiding upstairs wouldn't work, either, not with Jun and Nkruma being obnoxious lovers again. So yard it was.

      Caron drummed her fingers against the table. Stopped. Spread her hands flat on it. Stopped that too because pressing so hard hurt her wrist. Stood. Sat. Stood again. Her legs shook so hard that she had to sit down again.

      "Nervous?"

      The voice came from behind the nearest huge potted bush, a big lilac planted in a brilliantly teal pot that came up to Caron's chin.

      "Oh, please don't hide," Caron begged. "I get paranoid about people spying on me."

      Her whole body was shaking now, damn it. Stupid paranoia. Stupid anxiety attacks. Her heart pounded so hard that the world swam and wobbled around her. Everything out here could hide a threat. Lots of threats. Cops and men and judgmental neighbors and…

      No. No. It wasn't that bad. Refilwe had told her. She'd promised. It was Tiyamike's home. It wasn't dangerous here. It was safe. It was.

      Caron found herself with her knees pressed against her chest, breath coming in pants, and realized as she moved and stretched aching arms, trembling legs, that it'd been several minutes.

      There was a young woman, about Caron's age, sitting on the other side of the picnic table from her. She was cute. Pretty, really. Instead of Caron's horribly spotty skin, Sabah had rich brown skin the color of late, late sunset, red and brown with hints of gold across her cheekbones, nose and lips. Her hair was lovely, too, long and sleek, as straight as a ruler, pure black.

      Her shirt was the color of clouds after a rain when the sky was going back to bright blue, silver-white, soft and billowing around her body. She looked like a tree with a silver cloud wrapped around it.

      "Sorry," Caron whispered.

      "It's okay," Sabah said in a strangely flat voice. Her hands were tucked into her lap, out of sight, but the set of her shoulders and the tightness of her upper arms made Caron think she was nervous, too. "I had a panic attack earlier, too. That's why I'm out here."

      Caron smiled, more than a little bitterly. "Tiyamike likes gathering up the wounded ones."

      Sabah nodded back. "She always has. I think she enjoys protecting people. Are the sliders good?"

      That wasn't what Caron had expected to be said next. Most people asked why. Why are you so anxious? Why are you so afraid? You're so young. You have so much to look forward to. Smile! Just buck up, smile more, eat more yoghurt, do Yoga, you'll feel so much better.

      Stupid.

      Malfunctioning brains didn't need yoga.

      "Um, yeah?" Caron said. "I don't… necessarily taste them. It's the texture that helps for me. But the pickles tasted good. Nice and crispy. Sweet."

      "Flaky biscuit buns or doughy buns?" Sabah asked, once again surprising Caron by not asking all the normal stupid questions about how you could eat but not taste things.

      "Er. Flaky? I think they're actually biscuits."

      Sabah nodded. She frowned towards the door, breathing so slowly and deliberately that Caron realized that she was working herself up to going inside for some for herself. Well, that Caron could help with. Not much else but that she could do.

      "Um, do you want company?" Caron asked. She blushed as Sabah stared at her. "Normally I spend time with Azar. She's non-verbal, communicates in music and texting. It's. Well. Easier. But she's got her hood up so she's overloaded. And my roommate Refilwe and Tiyamike are doing their talking about all the things as fast and as loud as they can thing. That's stressful. Duri and Kaede are probably going around to make sure everyone eats. Duri cooks when she's stressed. And when she's happy. Kaede mothers everyone."

      "And the other two are upstairs," Sabah said, still with a very calm, very flat tone.

      Such an odd inflection to use, especially with panic attacks. Perhaps she was autistic? Or partially deaf? Not that it mattered. Given that she was Tiyamike's friend, Sabah was likely as different as the rest of them, just in her own way.

      "Yes."

      "Please," Sabah said, no intonation at all but her eyes looked like it was a desperate plea.

      Caron tried a smile. It felt shaky but the fear in Sabah's eyes eased so it must be good enough. She nodded, one hand pressed hard against the picnic table. Her legs didn't want to support her.

      "All right," Caron said. "Forgive me if I'm a bit slow."

      Sabah's lips twitched into a smile for a second before going back to normal. "Forgiven."

      They made their way back inside together, Sabah carrying Caron's plate and water bottle.
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