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For my partner, who weathers my silences
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I want to tell you, simply, how joyful we were that summer. Joyful, that word which suggests two separate things: a substance and its vessel. Joy stalked us, and when it pounced we were saturated. Wring our bodies, and the joy would drip from us like dirty water. Separate but not distinct, as Christ is both the substance and the vessel of God, but without the Christianity, with a healthy dose instead of devilry, which from the outside looked like idleness or, based on the later testimony of family and friends, like madness.

When I’ve attempted, in the past, to describe this joy—to my friend Eva, to my therapist—they both asked the same question: What made you so joyful? What were the reasons? Reasons don’t interest me—what I want is a cause beyond reasons. But here they are, the glut of explanations I offered them. There was the sun, to begin, shining each morning. It was a magnificent spring, all afternoon thunderstorm and wind. By summer the pine flats were flooded, and the marshes were on fire. Nothing was where it should be. It was early in the sixth extinction and late in the pandemic. To be inside was to subject your lungs to the possible virus, to be outside was to subject them to smoke. I was two months out of the hospital—long enough that the turbulence had passed, short enough that the world still felt charged with the luster I associate with close calls. The stay hadn’t been entirely bad, though I had nightmares of prone holds all through that summer of joy, and any time sirens sounded, spiraling up in pitch, that Doppler effect that signaled approach, I gritted my teeth. I wriggled. I asked Liam whether the sirens were coming to our house, and Liam said they weren’t, and if the noise continued I asked again. I asked again. Sometimes, I begged. I would do anything. Anything, please, I said. Liam listened to my pleas grimly. They lay atop me—a live weighted blanket—and said they’d promise never again to call the police if I’d promise never again to try to kill myself. An impasse we abandoned, each time, as soon as the sirens faded. The hospital where I had spent one week would be sued, the next year, by mental health advocates after a patient suffocated at the bottom of a staff dogpile, but that has little to do with the joy that is our focus here, is related to it only through negation. I had gotten out, and there were few sirens that summer given our nearest neighbor was across a large retention pond, some distance away. The hospitalization had led to an autism diagnosis, which had put an end to my getting testosterone prescribed by any local clinic, an effect that had surprised me given there was no law prohibiting the prescribing of testosterone for an autistic adult, not then, but the nurse at my local clinic needed a doctor to sign off on the prescription, and the doctors were scared and busy, and if the diagnosis had closed off this possibility, it had created others in its place, possibilities largely of language—meltdown instead of panic attack, stimming instead of self-harm, burnout instead of depression. The words were not meant to be comforting, borrowed as they were from descriptions of malfunctioning machines—an overloaded circuit, the accidental melting of a nuclear reactor core—but there was promise in these new phrases, a hopeful, even a joyful, promise. What it meant, though the psychologist hadn’t framed it this way, had instead used words like disorder and impairment and black-and-white and pathological, what it meant was that the trauma I had searched for with hypnotists and therapists to explain my social ineptitude, my hatred of touch, my hard startle at loud noises, could be forgotten. It had never existed. My life had been the lucky, charmed life I’d suspected, and this was a part of my joy, and the peach tea we drank was a part, and the tomatoes we picked up each week from our neighbor in exchange for helping with whatever small tasks she needed—stapling the screen back on to the screen door, burning trash, loading up her recycling in our car to take it eighteen miles to the center—were a part, and so was our proximity to cold spring water in which we could submerge, and our drinking water, which flowed from an underground lens, water that was silky and full-bodied and tasted of earth, and our decision not to marry after attending the wedding of Liam’s close friends, a straight couple who had read “Having a Coke with You” in lieu of their vows and so made the decision for us, as we couldn’t very well choose the same reading, and a wedding without O’Hara didn’t interest us, and our decision not to reproduce, which we had made after watching, from our screened-in porch, a tattered sparrow parent, harried by their larger offspring, offer food again and again into the chick’s smug, ever-ready beak. We had decided it solemnly, we were of an age where such a decision had to be made. If we wanted to wait, things needed to be frozen, some part of us held still in time. And there was hate, of course, that constant. Or prejudice, whatever word you prefer, there was plenty of it that summer and more would come. The governor was trying to shut down R House, and we were no longer using public restrooms, and Liam had canceled a workshop at a local youth center—the organizers were worried about it drawing the wrong sort of attention—and the paper I’d cowritten with several colleagues on intersex considerations in gender-affirming care for minors was pulled from an academic journal after being accepted, edited, and proofed, a decision, they explained in a terse email, they’d made to safeguard the journal’s reputation, and this doesn’t sound like joy, perhaps it is gauche to say that joy came from this, what joy could come, but there was joy, somehow, in our surviving in this place that intended to be inhospitable to us, I felt it sometimes when biting into a slice of garden-grown cucumber marinated in balsamic or diving into the ever-cool waters of the spring, how the state mounted a threat to our joy, how the state seemed increasingly to want to destroy it, and how we, therefore, guarded the joy more steadfastly.

But all of these things, even taken together, fail to explain the joy. They are reasons, not causes. Insufficient. Ad hoc. The more I lay them out, the more the joy seems alien, fantastic. A magic trick. Something that descended upon us without concern for our worthiness, our effort, the facts of our lives, even without our consent. Our life of joy was, qualitatively, no different from the life that had felt unbearable to me just months before. What had changed—the season, the brand of yogurt I ate in the mornings—couldn’t account for the sheer ebullience of those days. Yes, it was after the hospital, but not immediately after. Yes, we had decided not to have children, but that was a decision we’d made many times before, it had never rung out across our lives the way the joy did, chime and echo. Yes, the bills had passed the state legislatures, but mostly earlier, in the spring, and we had been angry then, and afraid. They went into effect that summer, but this can’t be the reason for the joy, no more than flood or wildfire or the temperatures, which regularly broke the sort of records you don’t want to break. Everything is moving in the wrong direction. Nothing maps to the joy’s earliest hours precisely. Its tendrils reach back, back. When did we first feel it? Was it the week we lost internet at the cabin, when I worked from a nearby bar, helping families in states with gender-affirming care bans access care for their kids without saying the word gender, the word ban? Was it the week the beloved trans comic book writer died and everyone on the boards spoke not about grief (the grief a given) but about the near miracle of the cause of her death—not suicide, not homicide, just her body giving out the way bodies eventually do? I don’t know. Other people, maybe, have memories arranged like coat hangers along time’s linear axis, marching left to right, all of them neatly in the past tense or—if you select one—shifting obediently to the past perfect to mark the divide between past (selected, remembered, continuous) and past past. My memories are mostly bucketed. A bucket for stress. A bucket for shame. Some would pathologize this.

An impairment in the ability to place stimuli in context with what came before and after leaves people with autism struggling with a seemingly capricious world that makes excruciating demands on their attention—this is something I read in a Los Angeles Times article summarizing a scientific paper titled Autism as a Disorder of Prediction, which was published in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences and made famous, at least on the boards, by Mad Eden.

Capricious, that word whose origin might be the Latin capra—goat—or the Italian capo—head—plus riccio—hedgehog. A goatlike world, a hedgehog world. Sure. There’s a reason the Knights Templar were accused of worshipping Baphomet. There’s a reason the devil, that ancient dragon, has cleft hoof and curving horn. Bucketing serves me well enough. It lets me down only when, as now, I need to find a beginning. Where does a full bucket begin? At the well or the spring or the goat’s teat. In short, elsewhere.

It might have been the week Quentin, who was not our child, at least not by blood nor in any legal way, though he called himself our child, or sometimes our son, came to visit. He stopped by on his way to start college in Missouri, a summer semester. His visit was a surprise—we’d thought he’d start in the fall—which disqualifies it immediately from the bucket of joy, but it butts up against it, sits adjacent to it. Why not begin there?

He arrived on a bus up from Tampa. Liam met him at the station, left the house with the frenetic, anxious care that characterized their interactions with Quentin. When the two of them returned home I was sitting in the dark. How long had Liam been gone? I don’t know. Liam calls this temporal dissociation dog time, since it causes us to greet each other enthusiastically whether the other has been gone minutes or days, but in this instance I don’t greet them enthusiastically. I don’t greet them at all. I am wholly absorbed. I am reading Mad Eden. That should place it in time for you. I’m reading the first installment, which has just been posted to the boards. Liam says, “Hello? Honey, I’m home?” Liam says to Quentin, “Ignore them, they’re being rude. You’re being rude, Ro.” I half hear it. I am reading. Mad Eden begins like this:


Nova is a magician, albeit a bad one. They have exceptional magical abilities, but they have no understanding of sameness. Nor do they understand cause and effect. Due to this, they are the only magician in their college who is not allowed to attend the scientific ritual performed daily to keep the dragnos away.

Dragnos are the first magical beings of the world, great winged things who evolved to drive humans mad, as this made them easier to hunt. That no human had been taken by a dragno in recent memory is only thanks to the magicians’ adherence to rituals, their insistence on sameness. If a dragno can’t differentiate between humans, it can’t hunt them.

Nova is different. They walk with an individual gait. They don’t adopt appropriate foot placement or body posture or mouth shaping during speech articulation. They can’t even catch a ball. It is only due to the magician Markov’s absence that they are allowed to attend the ritual on the day in question.

“Don’t let me down,” says Hans, the only magician who is kind to them.

Nova tries. They rise at the same time as the other magicians, digest the same simple roots, and walk, at the same time and in the same way as the others, into the libby where the ritual will take place. For a moment, they feel it: sameness. Beside the other magicians, they start to say the magical language they’ve studied for years.

“The fundamental prerequisite for extraction is hypermalleability, which mitigates monitored mechanisms,” the magicians say. In the center of the libby is a dragno body, descaled so you can see the muscle and veins, the brain and heart.

It is the first time Nova has seen a dragno. They should look the other magicians in the eyes, but instead they look at the dragno. As they observe it, the dragno starts to sing. The music unravels the magicians’ language; Nova nearly fails to say, “Suppressing sustains probabilistically,” but catches themselves just in time. “Pleneum splinters a stochastic spectrum,” Nova says, and through its music the dragno says, The hidden, then makes a sound Nova can’t understand—soulières? schultz?

“Transcriptomic trends,” Nova says, and the dragno says, The hidden scale is here.

It takes Nova a moment to recognize that the magicians near them have stopped the ritual. The magical language has to be said in precisely the same way by all magicians for the ritual to be a success. Nova has failed to maintain the sequence. The magicians are looking at them. Nova reddens. “Validated,” they try. “Wiesendanger.”

“So impaired,” says the magician on their left. “Your deficits,” says another, “I can see them.”

Hans looks down at them. “Even the smallest breach is a crisis,” he says. Nova has no response. The abbot approaches and says, “Nova, come with me.”

The abbot leads them away from the others. “What did it say?”

Nova’s anxiety intensifies. They have no script for this. Hearing dragnos is abnormal, bad, a threat to sameness. “I don’t know,” Nova says.

“What did you hear?”

“I—” Before Nova knows what they will say, they glimpse movement. Wings. A dragno picks them up in its large mouth and takes them away.



I am pinching my top lip between finger and thumb, tugging absently at the pucker of skin at its center. Then Liam’s hand is on my shoulder. When I look up, they say, “You could come and welcome Quentin, Ro.” My computer is the only light on in the house. Darkness has fallen without my noticing. “You could give Quentin a hug, help with his bag,” Liam says. “You could help me with dinner.” They list these possibilities in the conditional tense. I say, understanding some game is afoot, “I could go back in the bedroom and finish reading this.” Liam says, “You could take Quentin’s bag.” Their repetition settles it, makes clear the imperative that played an undercurrent to their conditional tense all along. Liam’s communication skills often flag when we have company.

“I can take Quentin’s bag,” I say, and the shift of tense makes it possible, as I say it, to stand from the chair and move toward Quentin, who has watched all of this with a tight expression, which is maybe nerves or hunger or perhaps some doubt about his place here.

“Welcome,” I say to Quentin, so that Quentin won’t doubt. He is wearing a mask over nose and mouth. The pandemic was still on, after all, and Liam had been hospitalized the year before it began with pneumonia, which caused a lung abscess, and their doctor told them to avoid this new virus “like the plague.”

Quentin has a large duffel for his clothes and electronics and a small trembling pouch strapped discreetly beneath his jacket for his rat, whose name is Honeycub. Honeycub is a white rat with pink eyes and is sickly, her kidneys failing slowly due to age and genetics and too much protein in her diet. Her disease worries Liam and me. We aren’t sure how Quentin will manage without her. Honeycub is the only creature Quentin brought along when he was emancipated at sixteen, the only creature who traveled with him from childhood into sudden adulthood. I dodge Quentin’s attempted hug by grabbing the duffel bag. This isn’t a slight. Quentin is one of the few people in the world I love.

“Didn’t think to turn the air down?” Liam says. It’s sweltering in the small cabin. I am sweating, but I haven’t pressed the buttons to lower the temperature on the AC. It rarely occurs to me to manipulate my environment to maximize comfort. To sweep so I might avoid the sensation of grit on the soles of my feet. To adjust heat or fan. To turn on lights when the sky darkens. When I am fully stymied by my environment, as when the light becomes too low to read the book that has kept me awake after sunset, I usually sleep. This, at least, is how I lived when I lived alone. With Liam, the lights adjust themselves, coaxed by Liam’s attentive, sensitive hands. Liam does not tease me, not usually, for my lack of initiative on this front, but now they say, “Didn’t think to turn a light on?”

Quentin says, “Nice place,” and Liam says, “Thank you.” Neither of these comments makes sense. The house is a mess, and it isn’t ours. It belongs to a friend’s aunt. It is a generosity, our staying here. The friend’s aunt broke her foot descending the stairs in her home in Charlotte and couldn’t make it, this year, out to the cabin she bought for thirty thousand dollars forty years ago. As long as we keep up with the electricity and the internet bills, as long as we don’t mind the lack of hot water, the lack of insulation, which means the walls are porous, prone to inhabitation by wolf spiders and anoles and ring-necked snakes, as long as we clear any trees that blow down in the summer storms, edge the few tufts of grass that hazard to root along the driveway, we can stay.

This was how we’d been living for a year at that point—writing residencies when Liam could get them, couches when we could get them, single rooms we found on Craigslist for two hundred dollars, the rest of the rent waived if we were willing to help feed and walk the owner’s elderly dog, an uncle’s place, a friend’s place, a life we described to our friends and our colleagues as adventurous, free, which it was, but it was also true that Liam would receive exactly six thousand dollars for the translation on which they’d been working for four months, that I made twenty-five thousand a year at the nonprofit where I worked remotely, the least of my colleagues, a fact that comforted me, as did my job title—patient navigation junior assistant. I was the only white person on staff, and I wanted to be paid little enough that I wouldn’t need to worry as much about privilege, as if privilege could be undone by making a few thousand dollars less in annual salary. We had the sense, too, that our luck would run out eventually, that we’d be stuck paying rent within a year, and so we lived frugally, saving for this eventuality. The result was a weekly budget that allotted fifteen dollars for gas, sixty dollars for food, a budget we managed by living off beans and rice. Lettuce was a treat. Oat milk was a treat. Raspberries were unheard of.

Quentin turns to me. “I like your hair, you do it yourself?” My hair is buzzed almost to nothing. I did it myself with the dull clippers we lug from place to place. Is he being cruel? I know that sometimes compliments are cruel, and I am unable to determine his intentions. Despite my love I am a little cowed by Quentin—his humor, which was sometimes crude; his masculinity, which was sometimes smelly; his size, as he was taller than Liam or me, a height that belied any genetic link; and, most of all, his appearance in my life, which I couldn’t fully account for. When had he become our son? I marveled at the blurry chain of cause and effect that ended at that word. Perhaps it began when Liam paid for his lunch at the regional youth conference where they were teaching, an act of distant, professional generosity, something they did for any student who looked at the menu at the restaurant with a surprised, vaguely panicked expression Liam recognized from years of scraping by, or when Quentin reached out about college writing scholarships, asking if Liam knew of any that covered full tuition for out-of-state students, or when Liam paid the application fees for the scholarships they’d recommended, knowing if they didn’t pay the applications wouldn’t be submitted, a lithe, human knowing specific to Liam, or after Quentin had slept with his roommate and needed a few days away from the house to sort things out, so he spent four days in the apartment in Gainesville where we’d lived at the time. We paid for his SAT and a third of his rent, sent funds regularly through an app—gas$food$—and I wondered why this sharing of resources had worked the alchemy I’d been unable to work in other relationships, changing what might have felt like mentorship or friendship into something easily recognized as family.

Liam is telling Quentin a story. In Montana, last year, during the first major cold snap, they’d returned from a night in Bozeman to find me in a sleeping bag on the couch, every jacket on, the heating untouched. They say, “My love for Ro, and Ro’s love for yoghurt,” pronouncing the h, and I know they’ve excused, with this quote, whatever it is in me—my laziness or focus, which have both been described as inhuman—that causes me to forget the body and its needs.

“Sorry,” I say, and then, in a rush, giving myself license for a moment, “I was reading Mad Eden. It repurposes a scientific article to create a fantasy story, I think you’d like it.” I say this to both Liam and Quentin. I don’t actually think either of them would like Mad Eden, but I know you are supposed to talk at length only about things you’d recommend to your audience.

If you are not autistic, if you are not active on the boards, you may have made it to this point in your life without being aware of Mad Eden, which was posted on Reddit in five installments during that summer of joy. It is based on Autism as a Disorder of Prediction, which was published nine years before. Not just based, sourced from. Every word in Mad Eden comes from that paper. Impaired is from impaired prediction can potentially account for a few other significant correlates of autism. Hidden from Modeling idea generation sequences using hidden Markov models. Scale from different tasks rely on the detection of interevent relationships over varying time-scales. Wings doesn’t appear in the original article, but leg-swinging appears. This seems to be within the rules. The original article contains about 1,900 discrete words, which determine the bounds of Mad Eden.

Dragno is an exception. It comes from the word diagnosis—the last two letters left off, and the i turned into an r. Dragnos in Mad Eden are like dragons, or at least this is how I read it. I am already inclined to see dragons everywhere. As a child I was captivated by all their possible forms—the beaked byrds and the earthwyrms and the cotton-mouthed wyrms that I, to my mother’s horror, once tried to touch.

It was a nurse in the hospital who led me to Mad Eden. She had an autistic child and some traits herself, and she recognized them in me. She couldn’t officially provide a diagnosis, but she recommended a psychologist who, after four hours of analysis, did, the psychologist sending my diagnosis via email three weeks later. The nurse had told me about Autism as a Disorder of Prediction, found its observations useful, and it was while searching for that article that I stumbled upon Mad Eden. The first installment was posted just one day before I found it, as if it were written for me.

But this is the wrong direction. I’m trying to tell this story the way a story is supposed to be told. This happened, which caused this to happen, which caused this to happen. To march resolutely forward along the clothesline of memory toward joy, but I’ve already lost the wire.

After—

After dinner—

After dinner, we—

Before my diagnosis, I complained to my colleague Eva about this failure of linear causal memory, and she suggested I consider the special theory of relativity. The theory of relativity insists that an event is affected not by the past writ large but by its backward-facing light cone, the area of spacetime from which light has traveled to reach it. The study of causality is really the study of light, Eva said. Eva studied the philosophy of science in college, started a PhD, and abandoned it when her thesis advisor, the only other Black person in the department, was ousted in a sexual assault scandal, an ousting that wasn’t unjustified—he had been sleeping with students—but was unjust—the white professors who did the ousting had been sleeping with students, too. She’d considered returning to school for social work, but then she got the job at St. Cat, the Southern Trans Care Access Taskforce, where no one cared about the letters after her name. Her approach to life remained indebted to her coursework, hence the light cones. To arrange events in linear time—which is, according to Eva, to invent time, creating its linear flow by approximating it—you denote an event as your starting place, then consider its two light cones. One light cone expands outward from the event toward all of its effects, into what, in common parlance, we’d call the future. The other cone expands backward, encompassing all possible causes. The scope of the light cones is bounded by the speed of light. Thread these light cones and all associated light cones like party hats on a string, and you’ve charted one possible path of a particle through time.

So, okay. Here we are within the backward-facing light cone of the joy, which I imagine, inaccurately, as a roving searchlight, scanning across the detritus of all that had to happen for the joy to be. Liam hid a note in a ceramic pig. Quentin squalled in a NICU. The first dolphin ever trained to do so leapt through a hoop. This isn’t helping.

Filter, maybe, by relevance. Take Mad Eden. It’s safe to say that in the backward-facing light cone of Mad Eden, published online in 2023, are the Etymologies of Isidore of Seville, published around 625 and including this description of dracontites:


[It] is forcibly taken from the brain of a dragon, and unless it is cut from the living creature it does not have the quality of a gem. For this reason, magicians cut it out of dragons while they are sleeping. For bold men explore the cave of the dragons, and scatter medicated grains there to put them to sleep, and in this way cut off their heads while they are sunk in sleep and take out the gems.



This is the origin, as I see it, of Mad Eden’s feud between magicians and dragons. Well, dragnos. And in the backward-facing light cone of the Etymologies is the New Testament:


And behold a great red dragon, having seven heads and ten horns, and seven crowns upon his heads. And his tail drew the third part of the stars of heaven, and did cast them to the earth: and the dragon stood before the woman which was ready to be delivered, for to devour her child as soon as it was born. And she brought forth a man child, who was to rule all nations with a rod of iron: and her child was caught up unto God, and to his throne.… And to the woman were given two wings of a great eagle, that she might fly into the wilderness, into her place, where she is nourished for a time, and times, and half a time.



And in the forward-facing light cone of these texts was DraconiteDragon on YouTube, posting walkthroughs of Roblox and Minecraft always with the same catchy intro song, and in the forward-facing light cone of that YouTube account was Quentin using the walkthroughs as a salve when he couldn’t sleep, and then Liam, humming the intro song absentmindedly while threading a new drawstring through the waistband of Quentin’s sweatpants, but I can’t use this method to place Liam saying, somewhat desperate, to Quentin, “Anything else you need to get done while you’re here? Anything else we should fix?” Was this before they fixed the drawstring? Were the sweatpants offered up as a response to this query? Or was it after—the pants fixed, the days stretching, Quentin on his phone, me on my computer, Liam bouncing between us? In what order do I string these party hats? How can I place the image of Liam rubbing a stain out of Quentin’s khakis? Or the morning when, as we ate breakfast, Liam told Quentin about our courtship—how we had lived on the same street in Gainesville but for a year didn’t meet in person, choosing instead to send handwritten messages, which we stuffed into an old ceramic piggy bank and hid all over town for the other to find until eventually the piggy bank was lost in Paynes Prairie, an asynchronous courting I still remember as glowy with excitement and intrigue, which ended when Liam invited me to coffee, and I accepted with trepidation—I don’t like coffee or most teas, and I don’t particularly like conversation—and we talked for an hour, and I spent the three hours after tracing every twist of our conversation, planning what I would say next time, if I was invited to coffee again? Or the image of Quentin tugging out slowly, from under the couch, a dusty rosary, its wooden beads dented as if chewed? And alongside these memories, I am supposed to somehow intersperse the hours I spent in front of my computer, helping a seventeen-year-old trans woman figure out how to continue the estrogen therapy her RN can no longer prescribe, or a nonbinary teen in Mississippi with vaginal atrophy find a local prescriber to adjust his dose of T, or a seven-year-old in West Virginia establish care with a therapist who can help her come out at school.

When researchers asked participants to take the tea bag out of the tea after three minutes or put butter on the table six minutes before hypothetical guests arrived, autistic adults performed less well than neurotypicals. When researchers asked participants to determine whether or not a flash and beep were simultaneous, autistic teens performed less well than neurotypicals. When parents of autistic children were given the It’s About Time questionnaire, results suggested autistic children have trouble preparing for future events.

All of this is supposed to indicate abnormality, and you might, at this point, be ready to agree. After all, where are we in the story we are telling about Quentin’s visit, which lasted some finite number of days divided up into some finite number of hours divided up into some finite number of seconds, which are defined as 9,192,631,770 periods of the transition between two hyperfine states of decaying cesium-133 atoms? This regimented and arbitrary clock time means little to me though it does make a certain poetic sense, looking out at the world, that our most accurate clocks carefully portion out decay.

One parent, filling out the It’s About Time questionnaire, said of her son, He can get anxious if he feels that he is ‘losing time.’ We are losing time, loosed of it. And yet, in spite of this, I am rarely late for anything, and on the day that matters to us now, I am right on time to meet my 1:00 p.m. clients.

My first client is a mother and her thirteen-year-old son. They’re living in Kentucky. He wants to be on puberty blockers, and both parents are supportive, and they have some money saved up. I meet with them on a virtual platform, as I do with all of my clients. Their box unfolds beside my box, revealing the mother’s shoulder and back—she is leaning forward, slightly flustered, maybe some trouble with the technology. I eat a single blue candy and give my desk two light slaps for readiness. A ritual of sorts. Not religious, but adjacent to religion. We, at St. Cat, are not above prayer. For guidance. For protection. For the sort of dumb luck on which injunctions and court cases sometimes turn—let the defense lawyer be leaving this evening for his honeymoon, let the judge have had a filling lunch. I pull up the honesty attestation on my screen: This is a confidential meeting. Recording is not allowed. The attestation is an attempt to decrease St. Cat’s legal liability, though we all know it wouldn’t hold up in court.

I say, “Welcome, how are you,” into my microphone, less a question than a tech check, trying to gauge whether they can hear me. Their background is low-lit—a cluttered kitchen, a whole chicken thawing by the sink. The angle of the camera is wrong, a downward tilt, so I can see the boy’s shoes—Nike tennis shoes, new. The calls are scripted. I have a list of questions on a sticky note beside my keyboard, though by this point I have the flow memorized, a useful patterning. I know to ask about transportation before asking about insurance to make it less likely that I’ll offer false hope.

“Doing fine,” the mother says. “You want to introduce yourself?” This to the boy, who spins once in his chair, ends up facing away from the camera. “He’s being shy now. Been going on about this for hours.” I ask for his date of birth. She rattles it off and answers my next questions easily—commercial health insurance that won’t cover out-of-state care, transportation not a problem, family in New York.

“Like I said he’s been on about this for ages, decided recently he’s gendered fluid.”

“Genderfluid,” her son corrects. Using the toes of his new shoes, he spins to face his mother. He says the word slowly, enunciating for her benefit, but his correction is useful for me as well. I’ve been taught to look for things like this. In a security training at St. Cat, the trainer described differences in language between the two political sides: “When one side is saying people with uteruses, and the other side is saying biological women, you can learn a lot about what media someone’s been consuming by paying attention to the language they use.” With her son there beside her, his look of impatience, I’m unworried.

“Isn’t that what I said?” she says. Then, looking at me, “Well, we can travel, within reason. They can’t come after us, can they? For taking him out of the state?” This is a more difficult question than it seems. “We haven’t seen suits against parents except in cases where one parent is bringing suit against the other,” I say. “Well, we’re willing to travel,” she says. “And we can pay.” She says this abruptly, almost boasting. An appeal to some common value—sacrifice, maybe, or thrift. “We just want to buy him some time.”

I explain about the direct flight that runs Tuesday evenings between Nashville and JFK, tickets just sixty-four dollars if you book well enough in advance. I explain about the nonprofit that links families traveling for care to volunteer drivers. I give them the phone number of our New York safe house. I suggest a specific doctor at a specific clinic. There’s a three-month waiting list, but they’re hiring on a new clinician, and I’ll put in a word, see if I can get him in sooner. The boy no longer fidgets. I watch the side of his face as I say all of this, the slow kick of his shoes, which stops when I stop speaking. I explain that the medical system’s legal team shut down a program that allowed patients traveling from out of state to pay less than the local, insured patient population. In this context, a shot of Lupron costs more than two thousand dollars.

“Two thousand?” the mother says, and the repetition warms me. This style of communication I understand easily, how her echoing of my words, her addition of an upward lilt on the final syllable, tells me the total is not within reason, the previously comforting bulk of her savings paling before the cost. I give her a discount code. With the discount code, the cost falls to seventeen hundred dollars. Buying time for her son must be set against buying food and gasoline. “That’s every three months?” she says. “That’s monthly,” I say. The boy hasn’t noticed her distress. He spins in his chair. He is facing me again. There is a ready expression on his face. His mother clasps her hands tightly. She provides for her son. The chicken is expensive, maybe free-range. His sneakers are new, the ones he wanted. She is quiet. “That’s our best option?” Her tone is polite, an edge beneath.

I tell her to double-check the insurance coverage. Most companies with out-of-state exclusions still cover prescription medications, and in some cases this includes blockers.

“And if ours doesn’t?”

I tell her that Depo-Provera is an option if it’s the menses that are especially distressing. It’s billed as birth control, and it’s inexpensive. She softens a little at this. I should tell her that Depo-Provera also causes increased chest size in some people, a side effect likely to distress a thirteen-year-old boy, but I am unable to bring the words forth, unable to rupture the fragile return of her hope. It shouldn’t come to that, and if it does the doctor will tell them, so I finish by laying out the logistics.

My next client is a forty-year-old trans woman on Oklahoma Medicaid. She needs a genioplasty, and even if Medicaid would cover it, no one in Oklahoma will perform it. I ask about primary care, hormones, but she’s got that covered. I suggest a local community clinic that I know takes Medicaid. “It’s a primary care clinic, but they’ll know more about options for surgery locally,” I say, and she says, “I told you I’m not looking for primary care.” She’s frustrated. She thinks I’m not understanding. I am understanding, I just don’t have much to offer. Finally, I say, “How attached are you to the place you’re living?” “It’s home,” she says, “but that doesn’t mean I wouldn’t hop a train if somebody handed me a ticket.” I give her a list of states in which Medicaid covers facial surgeries. “How am I supposed to get there?” I have little enough to offer—a cab voucher, the link to a form on a nonprofit website that might get her five hundred dollars if she completes the application to the letter. “But I mean how am I supposed to get there. I have a life here.” Increasingly desperate, I give her the name of the person who runs a trans support group in Northampton and often has leads on inexpensive housing—room shares and cheap studios. “I’m not saying this is the best option,” I say. I show her an example of a crowdfunding page that raised two thousand dollars for a family’s journey from Florida to Connecticut. “This is your professional advice?” “My professional advice is that you talk to a primary care provider and go from there.” “That’s not going to help. I’m not looking for primary care.” I gesture to the crowdfunding page on my screen.

The call ends, and I am alone. Liam and Quentin are elsewhere. “See you later,” Liam said, and I echoed, “See you later.” “Love you,” Liam said, and I echoed, “Love you.” I used to think little of these echoes, how often my responses add meaning not through the words I choose but through the specific rhythm with which I repeat them. Didn’t all lovers create their own nonsense languages? Weren’t all rituals of greeting and parting repetitive, a variant of the peace, my favorite part of church services as a child? But after the hospital, I tended to these echoes, considered them proof of some autistic legitimacy. “Don’t have too much fun without us,” Liam said, and I echoed, “Don’t have too much fun.” Where were they headed? To update Quentin’s wardrobe? To eat two-dollar empanadas? I only know I am alone. My memories of aloneness have a specific quality. I shift in my chair when the call ends, a contortion that travels inch by inch up my spine like the rippling muscular contraction of a shedding snake, an attempt to rid myself of the loose energy of that call, how it edged close to despair, and of the stress of the work, its inchoate danger. Liam often worries about aiding-and-abetting clauses in certain state laws and potential subpoenas from government prosecutors, but this is unlikely. No patient navigators have been prosecuted thus far. Illegality only matters if it’s worth someone’s time to point it out. This doesn’t mean there’s no risk. When I joined St. Cat a year ago, my supervisor Amalia suggested using a paid service to scrub my information from online databases and getting a PO box for all mail. I laughed at her concern. Liam and I rarely stayed anywhere longer than three months. Even our friends couldn’t keep up with our shifting addresses.

Still, there is a shiver stuck between my vertebrae, which I dislodge by arching my back, bringing my shoulder blades in and down, my hands reflexively lifting, taut and bright, fingers bent back, tendons standing out. My hands find my head, and the sensation of fingers against temples, a gentle scraping, is as good as the first stretch after a night of sleep—a rough waking sensation, coming back to myself. Warming up, I touch the pad of my thumb to my first finger three times, to my second finger three times, to my third finger three times, to the pinkie three times and back again, a pleasant feeling of speed and mastery, like playing scales on a piano. This is a good feeling, but not the feeling I’m searching for. I’m searching for the sunny, toenails-to-the-sky feeling one gets at the pinnacle of a swing’s arc. A feeling capable of dragging me through layers of sentiment, out to the very edges of human sensation.

I don’t quite get there. I am fumbling and tentative, as I was when I first began masturbating, always stilling my fingers just before orgasm, afraid of that rush of unbridled sensation. Not that stimming is like orgasm. It is—not exactly like but an adjacent feeling, intense build, satisfying release—but we can’t tell people that. They already think us obscene. Like orgasm, the feeling of stimming is hard to control. Attempt to corral it, and you will lose it, the act becoming useless pantomime or, worse, parody. I’ve watched videos in which auties say, “It’ll be easier than you expect. You’re not actually learning a new way to be. You’re remembering an old way of being that you’ve suppressed for years.” And this is true, the movements and patterns come quickly. My fingers, which I often deride as clumsy—and they are clumsy with things like spoons and car keys—are deft with repetition, but still, watching those videos, I sometimes feel like a fraud. And fearful, too: What if the mail comes, and the deliverer looks in the window? What if I am seen? I asked Liam to film me once while I shook my hands to the beat of a song we both liked, and they kept the camera rolling as the sensation built, took me. A mistake. Watching the video later, I didn’t recognize the person lying on their back on the floor of the kitchen, using their legs to spin around and around and laughing—a harsh, loud laugh not like my usual laugh. Not inhuman, the opposite. I looked human. Raw, unfiltered human. In other videos I have a tense, curated air, something careful, metallic. I was rarely caught off guard. In photos of groups of people—at work gatherings or family parties—I am often the only person looking, stone-faced, directly into the camera. But the person in Liam’s video was unaware of the camera’s eye, lithe and uncouth, their shirt wrinkled up in the back by the spinning so that their belly showed. I deleted the video. Now, before allowing my body to move in the ways it desires, I ensure I am alone. Even Liam’s gaze is too much. When they return with Quentin I stop immediately, full of that bad feeling I know is commonly called shame.

Liam makes dairy-free risotto for dinner. Risotto was one of three dinners I would eat, and with leeks and mushrooms it was by far the fanciest. Both Liam and Quentin were lactose intolerant. “Runs in the family,” Liam liked to say. Honeycub eats vegetables and flaxseeds, part of a carefully determined diet. Quentin feeds her before feeding himself, coaxing her also to take a shard of diuretic to ease the swelling in her feet.

At the table, into the thick silence that often settles over our meals, Quentin says, “I’ve been dating.”

“Who?” Liam says, immediately ensnared.
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