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“Oh, and this must be your husband.”

I took all of my self-control not to laugh in the woman’s face. Though, I am sure she has been laughed at before. She’s in her mid-thirties with long, straight blond hair and a bland pretty face highlighted with little make-up. She wears a lavender sweater set and gray pants. The name on the sticker tag reads Tiffany. 

I thread my arms around Gray’s, lean close to his side, and say:

“This is him. All one hundred percent man.”

Gray shivers against me. Maybe he wants to laugh, too. God, how are we going to plow through this evening? It could last a few hours. Can we keep our laughter inside that long? Shit, we have to. We’re working. Murder brings us here. I have to take this seriously.

“How do you do?” Gray asks, offering his hand to shake. He must have read Pygmalion before this. 

Tiffany shakes it and smiles brightly behind the table. We’re in the community room of Saint Joseph’s Church in Glenville. It’s a suburb North of Warren. Just as rich but with older homes and fewer mansions. Behind her, the room is set up for a speaking event. Folding metal chairs form rows and a main aisle in the center. At the front where large windows look out to the dark woods, a podium. To the side of it, a fancy digital Bingo! board for the Tuesday and Thursday nights that the old people gather to gamble away some of their petty cash.

Gray and Tiffany shake hands. He even goes so far as to place his other one on top of hers. A two-handed shake. It’s so respectable, so not like him. Maybe he’s been watching too many mafia movies.

“I’m great, Tiffany,” he says. “I’m so happy to be here.”

Tiffany takes her hand back and picks up the clipboard on the small table. She runs her finger down the list. 

“Let’s see,” Tiffany says. “You said your name is Gary and Nikki Crumley... Ah. Here you are. Oh, this is your first time. Now I remember you. You called on the phone.”

“Yes, I did.” It was a few days ago. A week after we set up house. “I’m so glad you have room for us tonight.”

“Of course, we do,” Tiffany says. “We always have room for those who need support and help. You will find that we go above and beyond here. There is nothing more important than family and community. While here, you should not feel alone or misunderstood.”

“Sounds great,” I say, sure. It really sounds horrible. She sounds so fake, so happy. I expect the facade to drop any minute and her demon to smack me across the head. “I’m very excited.”

“Very excited,” Gray says.

Tiffany writes our names on a tag and hands them to us. I reluctantly stick it to the top of my pink wool winter jacket. Gray does the smart thing and presses it to his white button dress shirt under his open black coat. If someone wants to see his name he has to flash it like a cop. 

Tiffany instructs us to find a seat. The meeting will start in ten minutes. Coffee and donuts are on the table in the corner. We thank her again and express how nice she has been to us.

“She gots to be on the strongest of drugs,” Gray mumbles in his real voice as we approach the chairs.

“Definitely,” I say, surveying the room full of white middle-class parents sitting or standing and gabbing to each other. Not one person of color in the whole room. A few glance our way and smile hello. I smile and wave back, still clinging to Gray’s arms, still playing the loving wife that needs his support, still acting. “The dealer in this town must make a killing.”

“Maybe we should hold hands instead.”

“Your hands are sweaty,” I say. “You want me to puke here?”

“Not until you tried the coffee.”

He leads us to the table at the back corner of the room and makes us each a white paper cup of coffee. Even though he added a lot of milk and sugar, the damn liquid tastes horrible. Shit’s probably decaf. Everyone here must be on some kind of diet (no caffeine, no spices, no sugar) to counter the daily stress of living in a dream land.

We sit in the second to last row to the right of the room. I force myself to cross my legs even though I’m wearing a horrible pair of black pants that make them itch. If I shave them would the itch go away? Probably not. My hands holding the cup of coffee on my lap, I smile like a loon and wait. Gray does the same, making me want to laugh. 

“Left your balls with Lydia?” I ask, motioning to his tightly cross thighs that leave no room for testicles. Lydia is his wife in Brooklyn waiting for him to come home. I feel a bit bad for Gray. He has to be away from her and his son Justin for a while. A week maybe. So does Miranda. Meanwhile, I have a 30 to 45-minute drive back to Jersey City and make sure Prudy isn’t alone at night.

“I always thought this would be agony,” Gray whispers, thoughtful. “All my life, I never understood why some men sit like this. Maybe they be gay or something.”

“Gay is not neutered,” I sigh, keeping my smile and eyes up.

“I know that. But... Whatever. It feels fine. They feel fine. Why? You want to put ice on them later?”

I grab the top of his thigh and squeeze my nails under the muscles. He squirms and uncrosses his legs, trying not to reveal his pain to the room. When I think he has enough, I place my hand back on my lap.

“Hello, there.”

A couple sits down in front of us. Both in their early thirties, white, and dressed in the latest clothes from Kohls like everyone else in this damn place. The wife’s hair is long, straight, and brown. All the women seem to have that style here. Plain and nonthreatening. My long dark, slightly curly hair is down on my shoulders. Maybe I should have used an iron before we set up here. Her eyes are bright blue and filled with the same joy and acceptance Tiffany showed us at the door. Her name reads Debbie.

Jeff, her husband, had receding light brown hair. He wears glasses and is one of the few men here with an open collar and no tie. He’s a bit chubby, not the fattest one in the place. He holds a vanilla frosted donut with sprinkles in a white paper napkin.

“We’re Debbie and Jeff Hebden,” he says. “And you two must be new?”

“I’m Mr. New and this is my wife Mrs. New,” Gray points out.

The Hebden’s laugh as if they haven’t heard anything so funny. God, I hope they don’t pee their pants. I try to live up to their example. Gray shrugs and smiles.

“He is funny,” Debbie says in all honesty. “Isn’t he so funny? I don’t think I have heard anything so funny in all my life. You must laugh all the time being married to him.”

“Mostly at night when we’re in bed,” I say.

That instigates another laugh out of them. Gray frowns at me and shakes his head. I smile wide at him.

“You two are great,” Jeff says. “What do you two do for a living? Stand-up comedians? Comedy writers?”

“Gray works for a security company out of the city,” I say. “I stay at home and make his life wonderful.”

“Oh, good,” Debbie says. “Another housewife to add to the fold.”

“You got a cult here?” I ask.

They bust another gut of laughter. Maybe I was too light with my question. I really want to know if they have a cult here.

“Please, stop with the lines,” Jeff says. “I’m going to pull a muscle in my stomach.”

I shrug even though I would like to see that happen.

Jeff works in the city, some Wall Street job that makes me daze off. Debbie is indeed a housewife and mother like I’m supposed to be. We tell them that we moved into Glenville from Hoboken last week.

“The house on Glen Road? The eggshell white one with the grand pine tree?” Jeff asks.

“Exactly,” Gray says. “You been following us?”

“Oh ho ho, no,” Jeff says. “I pass it on the way to work every day. I noticed that the For Sale sign was gone. Yep, someone had to have bought it. It’s a great house.”

“A perfect house,” Debbie says. “A great one to raise children in.”

“You been in it?” I ask.

Debbie blushes. 

“Back when they had an Open House,” she says. “Don’t worry. I wasn’t in there last night.”

The Hebdens giggle at her joke. Gray and I stare with straight faces and sip our horrible coffee that I wish were hot enough to throw in their faces.

“So what’s your little boy’s name?” Debbie asks. “Or do you have a girl? Or both?”

“Justin,” Gray says. I elbow the idiot. He realizes his mistake and says, “Michael, I mean.”

“Michael Justin,” I say. “Gray hates the name Michael so he calls him Justin. I told him that when we have the next child he can name it.”

“I can?” he asks.

“Both fine names,” Jeff says, inspecting his uneaten donut. Why the hell did he pick it out if he wasn’t going to eat it. “One is even Biblical.”

“We have two. Anthony and Paul. Thirteen and five.”

“Eighteen?” Gray asks.

“That’s their ages, dear,” I say through gritted teeth.

“Oh.”

“Michael is three.”

“I assume he’s the one,” she says, sadly insinuating, filled with pity. I nod. “Paul is, too.”

“Let’s not get each other down,” Jeff says. “We’re here to have a good time.”

I raise one eyebrow to his words. A good time? I didn’t know this was a party to forget our sorrows. 

“If you can all take your seats,” Tiffany says at the podium, smiling sweetly, sickly, “then we can begin.”

Thankfully, the Hebdens turn to the front and I feel the invisible vice leave my body but the tension remains in the room. I sip the coffee and wait. The couples settle into their chairs and a man steps up to the podium. I cannot make out the name on the sticker but from his picture in the flyer I know he is Ross Walker. He’s in his early forties, almost six-foot, slim, and wears a dark gray suit and red tie. His dark hair is perfectly combed and a slight shade of stubble covers his jaw. He’s a good-looking guy, married, and full of presence even though he hasn’t said anything yet. He started the support group many years ago and I can understand why people want to be here. I sense a gravitational pull. A few people even lean forward in their chairs towards him.

“Thank you all for coming back again tonight,” Walker says. He smiles and looks out at everyone. Even me. I hold his stare and keep a straight face. “I see that we have some new faces. That’s wonderful. That means the word is out and people have a lifeline. They can come here and understand that they are not alone. They are not the only ones affected by the killer of marriages, the thief of our children’s souls, and the bane of our financial freedom. That’s right. I’m talking about the biggest epidemic in the world. The greatest of diseases.

“Autism.”
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JORDAN Does it feel weird being alone like that at night.

ME Not really. IDK. Maybe a little creepy.

I live in a Victorian house in the Heights of Jersey City. When Miki bought it it was run down and she had to put some money into renovating it. It looked like hell. Definitely creepy with the possibility of ghosts. But now I feel comfortable. I am used to the creeks and the settling. I am familiar with the shadows. I also like having Miki away for the evenings while she works her Tenebrous assignments. This is her third one. I have gotten used to her new schedule. Though I do not think she has yet.

Do you need anything she would ask. 

Are you sure you are all right about this.

I promise to be home as soon as I can.

I always nod with exaggeration and hope she stops asking me stupid questions. I am fine. I like coming home to an empty house. Usually Jordan is with me and we have alone time on the couch. We act like horses with the bags of chips as our troughs. We watch movies then maybe do a little homework. A few times she stayed for dinner. We made mashed potatoes and microwavable chicken strips or whatever is easy to cook. It feels like we are married or at least living together. What would make it perfect is if she could sleep in my bed. Not to do sex or anything but to feel her body next to mine as I fall into slumber. I do not know if she could take that experience. I sometimes stim myself to sleep. I bend my knee up slightly and swing it side to side. The bed shimmying and the movement of my muscles eases me down and can be better than any sleep aid. 

JORDAN Well if she ever has to stay overnight you let me know and Ill tell my mom. Shell let me sleep over. Ive done it before.

ME I thought I was your first girlfriend.

She is mine. I never knew I was interested in girls before. I never thought I would be interested in Jordan. She was such a bitch towards me at school until we worked on a math project together last fall. Now it is April and we cannot keep our hands or minds off each other. She even knows my psychic ability. How I can use my brain to access the internet and computers. It is how I am communicating with her now. Through a text app. I could talk to her on the phone and use a unisex voice but it sometimes feels cold. Definitely not sexy. I should seek out a different app that has a pleasant female voice. Maybe something British. I do not know. I will have to ask Jordan and see what she thinks. For now I think we both prefer texting. It feels intimate. Braver. Straight from our brains. I really like that. 

JORDAN LOL you are my first. And I hope my last. I was referring to other friends that are girls silly.

ME Oh. He He.

JORDAN I dont think my mom suspects anything about us yet. 

On Valentines Day Jordan and I went to an gay club. It was our first official date even though we had been exploring our relationship behind closed doors. Despite the club being a sensory nightmare I loved it. I loved dancing with her and holding her hand and not having to worry about other people judging or congratulating us. I felt free and accepted. Being autistic and nonverbal I do not feel that way often. Around Miki I do. She is the best. She treats me like a human. She never walks on eggshells or talks down to me or treats me like a child. 

She is overprotective. Maybe to a fault. But she is managing. Changing. I do not think she would be working with Tenebrous if she was not changing her perspective a bit. Plus we have a good system in case of an emergency. I can contact her cell phone with ease through both text and voice. Since she cannot contact my brain for voice I make sure to carry the cell phone she gave me. I have been pretty good not forgetting about it.

ME Do not think Raymond said anything.

Raymond is Jordans stepfather. Even though he works for the FBI Jordan was not worried about him discovering our relationship. Unlike Jordans mother Raymond seems okay with LGBT people. Jordan never heard him slip in a disparaging remark like her mother has in the past. Through all the time I have spent with Jordans mom I have not heard any either. She still thinks I am Jordans new best friend. A friendship faze. Possibly a disabled pet. Raymond does not. 

He picked us up the night of the Valentines Day date. His car was parked in the middle of the block and Jordan and I were at the corner behind him. We were kissing. Not a smack on the cheek kiss. It was deep and perfect. So perfect that I had no idea I was out in public. 

Did Raymond see us. He never said anything to Jordan since that night. But he could have told Jordans mother. And if Jordans mother knows why then why has she not said anything. Could she be comfortable about her daughters sexuality. Her only daughter to make her a grandmother. Well Jordan has three older brothers to fulfill that future. But still. Jordan is her only daughter.
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