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Knocking.

He glanced toward the door, downed the last mouthful of beer, and then glared at the offending sound. After a fourteen hour day laying bricks – the last of the season – he was in no mood for anyone to interrupt him, regardless of how pointless his routine might be. Still, he rose from his kitchen chair, stalked to the door, and opened it. The figure there was instantly familiar and soured him further. He grimaced like he had been force-fed pure salt, and asked in a perturbed tone, “What do you want?”

She hesitated. Andrew Bartlett had, the last time she had spoken to him almost two years ago, been six feet of wiry nothing. She had spied him in his work clothes over the time he had been working with a local bricklayer, but other than an impression of a dusty and lanky form he had been a passing glance. Now shirtless before her, he was something of a surprise. He seemed taller, she was sure – and he probably was, at least visually, since he no longer slouched, as he had most of his life. He was also heavier, no longer the waif he had been as a youth, with about thirty-odd pounds of additional muscle turning him from a spare figure into something impressive. Though he lacked washboard abs, he was solid; his muscular leanness now matched his near legendary meanness, she thought. Finally she could understand the rumours about him being a tough son-of-a-bitch, and she could grasp how he had won a bar fight at Sandstone Pub against four drunks. Coming to him had been a desperate last act, and she had little hope even when executing the decision, but the sight of him made her hopeful again – he might be able to serve some purpose as a human shield.

“Unless you went deaf, say something or get gone,” he muttered. Even he was aware there wasn’t much rational connection between deafness and speechlessness, at least in this instance, but he said it anyhow, and consciously. He hadn’t seen Lily McNally in over a year and didn’t care to see her now. She was a reminder of past events he had no desire to recall. For all his indifference, and his inability to express emotions, he had some dignity and the idea of opening the old wounds she would certainly open was painful to him.

“It’s Tana,” she said breathlessly.

That was all she got out before he closed the door in her face. Tana Rafferty was a name he wished he could burn from his head. Her, Tana, he had seen every day since…since when? Forever. Every day when he closed his eyes. She worked in the coffee shop his boss got their coffee at every morning. Paul had quickly recognised why Andrew wouldn’t go in, and never pushed it. Just seeing her there through the glass was like a knife in his chest – and he was qualified to honestly make that comparison, having the scars below his left nipple and in the crux of his armpit to prove the qualification. But even if he hadn’t seen her there almost every day, by simply closing his eyes he could see her in his head as clear as the day he had first met her. She hadn’t changed significantly since then. Her hair was straight and nearly black, almost down to her waist a few years ago, though slightly shorter since. She had serene grey/blue eyes, and a tangible plasticity that permeated every part of her. When anyone talked to her the impression most took from her bearing was that she was dumb, but it was a false impression. She had a sharp mind to match a sharply athletic figure, a gracefulness other women sneered at, and yet she had almost no emotional affect, and her taste in men was abysmal. Her mother was a drug addict, hooked on prescription pills for as long as Andrew had known of her; and Tana’s father, dead some thirteen years, had been a drunken bastard by all accounts. Something in that mix, maybe, had taken a nearly perfect beauty and made her into something emotionally crippled, where whatever passed for love in her world made a fool of her. Worse, it made her a punching bag.

Knocking again – more tenacious than before.

How to respond? Hide or hate? Andrew never had been much for hiding.

“What the fuck do you want from me?” he growled, again opening the door, this time with more force, as if that ferocious motion could unsettle the ghosts in his head. It was a pretence though, this anger, because he felt so little.

Lily was frightened by him, but more scared for her friend. Falsely brave, she said directly, “Tana’s hurt.”

This was news? He frowned; he considered slamming the door in her face again. What was he supposed to say, or do? Was he supposed to be surprised? Tana had been drawn to Peter Jenkins for years, both before and after the respite his brief time with her had provided from the abusive bastard. Andrew still remembered clearly the night she had finally sent him on his way, so unnaturally unflappable, telling him, “I know he does things; he threw a basketball at my head, and stuff…but…you know.” She was conscious even then that her choice was dooming her, and even said so more than once in that empty, awkward way she talked when she was trying to express herself. She had known staying with him, with Jenkins, would eventually get her killed. She had admitted it even to herself. Now she was hurt and he was supposed to do what with that information?

“She’s at my house, but my parents want her out. You know as soon as Peter sobers up—”

“Why in a flying fuck,” he began, but he stopped himself short instantly. His whole life he had cared for three living things: his alcoholic father, his dog, and Tana. Beyond that he had an emotional affect so generally flat it was frightening even to him. He made Tana look like a chaotic bundle of emotions. After his old man had died of cirrhosis of the liver, after they took his dog away before he went into the system, a psychiatrist had been assigned to help him adjust. The process had tagged him with the terms flat emotional affect, sociopathic inclinations, and severe antisocial personality disorder. The last time he had seen that psychiatrist he had sat in a chair and listened to the man tell a social worker, “This boy has an unrestrained and easily triggered rage, which is mostly triggered by frustration. He’ll never be able to fit within the structure of the foster system.” Those memories had haunted him every day, awake or asleep, because there was too much truth in the appellations to deny them. Yet, for a brief period, he had reformed into something nearly human in the presence of Tana. It had been a vicious blow to have that taken away so coolly, and worse because he had believed she had loved him.

“When he sobers up,” Lily repeated, “he’ll track her down.”

“Oh? He has to be sober now?”

Lily flinched, and he knew what she was thinking: when Peter Jenkins apologised, Tana would return to him willingly. The cycle would repeat endlessly until he eventually beat her to death.

“Why?” he asked.

Lily studied Andrew’s face, knowing at gut-level she had guessed right about him. She was using him, and she knew she would win this battle, if that was what it was. Andrew Bartlett had loved Tana – he still did – and even back in High School Lily had known it. Of all Tana’s friends she was one of the few who remained steadfast, and had even then been aware of the truth. She hadn’t liked Andrew back then, and wasn’t sure she ever could, but Tana’s life had been different when the two of them had been together, even if only for a short time. Even then she had hoped, because unlike Peter Jenkins, Andrew had been able to do something unique – he had made it possible for Tana to be happy. She had as much admitted it a week after the fateful and senseless choice to part that had alienated Andrew, telling Lily outright, an hour after Jenkins had thrown a beer bottle off the back of her head, “Andrew wouldn’t hurt me.” In those four words, Lily remembered hearing more meaning than the drivel Tana always spoke to pretend her affliction for Jenkins could be explained. Thinking about it made her angry with her friend, and now with herself, because she was about to use Andrew Bartlett, turning what was probably the one positive moment in his dreary life against him. But what was the difference between an open wound and one never likely to heal?

His question hovered between them, a single word meaning everything. They both knew he was about to be used, abused, and probably discarded; and though they could never share it, it made them both feel utterly miserable. She felt guilty; he felt raw, broken, and raped by circumstances. The one truly positive emotion he had was about to be twisted into something obscene, a flagellate weapon. He needed to close the door, to tell her to go fuck herself, and to burn away the name she was using against him. But he couldn’t do that. Nothing in him allowed it. So, he left the door open, went in to grab a shirt off the nearest chair, and returned with his keys in hand. He didn’t say a word, pulling on the shirt with searing pain in his throat, and passing Lily like a force of nature. She followed him down the stairs from his second floor apartment – a rat-trap above a rundown pharmacy – and into the back lot. Her car was in one of the spaces, and his dusty Dodge Charger was in another. He pointed at his car with his keys and growled, “Get in.”

“My car…,” she began.

“Get in,” he repeated. If she was going to torture him, he wanted her to see it as long as possible, to feel it with him. His blood was on her hands, and he wanted her to know what she was doing to him.

She obeyed.

A minute later he backed out, the old car snarling like an enraged animal as he gunned it. He turned out onto the street from the lane-way, the shocks rocking – there was no grade to the sidewalk he crossed to get there. She started to tell him her address, but he cut her off with the snappish bark, “I know where you live.” It was a fact, not a threat, but the way she closed in on herself said she might have mistaken it. He couldn’t care, because caring was almost foreign to him, and had never led to anything but pain.

It didn’t take long to reach her home. She led him to the front door, silent, ashamed she was deploying him for a purpose that was sure to further shred him. Even if she could hate him, he was a human being, and at her core Lily wasn’t cruel.

Just inside, her father was hovering by the phone, face pinched into something that might be described as distasteful, or maybe it was nearer to disgust. He was a slight man, short and paunchy, with a bald pate and thick glasses; he was an accountant, unused to confrontation, and uncomfortable being in the midst of anything that suggested such an outcome. He knew Andrew Bartlett by sight, because his firm did the bookkeeping and payroll for Paul Lewis, the bricklayer who was Andrew’s employer. Andrew had dropped off receipts a few times, and had always looked superficially surly, but had never been anything other than abruptly polite. Still, that familiarity put aside, he spoke to his daughter, because his present expression was not inspired by the sight of Andrew Bartlett. He said, “Peter Jenkins has been calling. Your mother…is upset.”

“Where is she? Where is Tana?” asked Andrew, his gruff tone enough to engender the older man to gesture.

Lily led into the kitchen, where her mother sat nursing tea, looking down at the table. The woman was an older version of her daughter, pretty but frail, and presently her face was drawn by a deep frown. She looked sad, helpless, and guilty. What she wanted was her family never again to suffer the side-effects of her daughter’s choice of friends, but at the same instant she cared about the other occupant of the room too much to forbid her sanctuary. The woman looked up, her eyes dancing across the form of Andrew Bartlett, unwilling to fix him with a stare. She licked her lips fretfully.

Tana Rafferty sat in the chair opposite Lily’s mother, her back to them as they entered. She twisted at the waist, her grace unaffected by the horrific choices that had led her down to the dark place where she lived. The slow twist revealed her swollen cheekbone and inflamed eye, a rim of red showing around it where it would eventually become black. Her lip was swollen and a small scratch ran from the curve of her chin along the length of her jaw to terminate in a deeper gouge below her ear. What was visible of her throat was already turning blue where Jenkins had choked her. Her eyes were chilly, the only change to their placid grey/blue being a redness in the one and a hint of moisture in the other. Tana never cried emotionally – she was incapable of it – but pain had given her tears aplenty. She seemed to see Andrew remotely, and blinked once, as if that was enough of a greeting. What expression she had was marked by curiosity, then a hint of something surfaced – maybe it was shame. It didn’t linger long enough to form with certainty.

“Get up,” said Andrew, his tone softer than he had intended. With anyone else he would have lashed them. But she was beyond his anger, an angel to his devil, and the source of a weakness he could never excise unless he was cold in a grave. He gently took her arm in one of his oversized paws, and repeated at a near whisper, “Get up.”

She did.

“I’m sorry,” Lily whispered; and it was an apology to the both of them, for entirely different reasons.

“Take her to the car,” Andrew ordered.

Lily took Tana’s hand and led her away, the latter walking automatically, not really in the present. She had always been detached, and this was no different from a thousand other instances in her life.

“Mrs. McNally, where is Jenkins calling from?” asked Andrew.

“He…never said. He was…drunk.”

“Mister McNally?” he asked, turning to face the man, his tone dead but not impolite.

“I don’t know.”

“If he comes here, call the cops. Goodnight.”

He left, finding Lily was already standing by the car with Tana. Lily was whispering, and Tana was slumped, looking down. He opened the passenger door and said, “Get in. Now.”

Lily put Tana in, climbed in after her, and closed the door.

He was already in his seat by the time they settled. He started the car and backed out, turning as he did. He gunned the engine and sped down to the intersection. He said nothing, bleeding from every remaining part of his heart, pushing down the intense sickness he felt in his guts. When he was back at the lot behind the pharmacy, he got out, slammed his door, and walked around. Lily was standing already, and helping Tana out. He took Tana’s arm with a gentleness that betrayed the anger dancing in his expression for what it was, a raw defence against something far more powerful than mere anger. He led her to the stairs, and said to Lily as he went, “Lock that fucking car door and go home. You’ve done enough damage tonight.”

She slipped away after doing as he asked, her face reflecting the angst she felt. She knew what she had done to him. She could see it in his face, though perhaps only because she sensed it. He was shattered now, both because he had succumbed to her ploy, and because in doing so he had come face-on with what was now Tana’s life. She cried silently as she drove home.

In the apartment above, Andrew pointed to the bedroom and said, “Go to sleep. I would tell you to go to the hospital, but you won’t, so go to sleep.”

She looked at him as if his words were gibberish, making him feel hollow. He took her wrist and led her to the bedroom, sat her there, and left her. He left the apartment, pausing to turn the keyed deadbolt, ensuring she couldn’t get out any more than anyone could get in. The keyed deadbolt was one of the nods to the fact his apartment was side-on to the pharmacy storage, and it was the first time he had consciously used it.

Down in the car he sat for a moment, his eyes empty, feeling the coolness of the night air. There was no way Jenkins would remain unaware of Tana’s whereabouts. Lily McNally might not tell him, but eventually, within a day or maybe two, someone would. He had to deal with that problem before it became one.

Starting the car, he closed the driver’s side door, left the lot, and drove down to the Irish Pub, parking and leaving the car unlocked. He walked in, looked around, and spotted the bouncer already eyeing him. He walked to the man, and asked, “Peter Jenkins?”

“He hasn’t been here tonight, Andrew.”

“Any of his buddies here?”

“I don’t really want trouble tonight.”

“I don’t want any here either.”

The bouncer turned, nodded, and said, “Fish is at the back table, drinking with his cousins.”

Andrew walked there. Most of the younger crowd who knew him were slyly clearing to let him pass. Charlie Fish and cousins saw him before he arrived, but didn’t react until he pulled a chair from a nearby table and set it down, sitting with them. Charlie, a chubby-cheeked young man with a twinge of drunken pink to his face, asked cordially, “Joining us for a round, Andy?”

“No,” was the reply, ice cold. Andrew’s calm had settled, a deadly calm he had been fighting for years. He said, “I’ll buy you a round for information.”

“Shit, given how little I know, that’s a deal,” agreed Fish, smiling, showing a gap where he had lost a tooth in  High School scuffle with one of his many cousins.

“Where is Peter Jenkins?”

Loyalty was trumped by booze, or maybe Fish was just short-sighted. He said, “He’s down by the old overpass. Bonfire party.”

Andrew nodded, stood, and counted the people at the table, tossing down forty with the statement, “That’ll buy you something.”

He left them trying to figure out how to praise someone they hardly knew, and didn’t really care for. He passed the bouncer with a quiet focus that excluded their concerns. The nod he got for not causing trouble was recognised, registered, and then discarded.

He got back in his car, pulled out, and drove out of town, north toward the destination mentioned. The overpass bridge in question was, in fact, not old but part of an unfinished extension that had run into political trouble nine years ago and had been abandoned. Backing onto a park, the land was remote enough that it served as a frequent party site. Generally the cops ignored it, preferring to consider it a controlled mess, though a pair of younger cops frequently went out to bust a few of the junkies that invariably went there, never filing a single charge, rather preferring services rendered to avoid complications. It was a place everyone knew, and no one cared to govern.

He eventually parked behind a van, counted sixteen vehicles automatically, and strode down the crumbling pavement to a short path that wound under the half-completed overpass. He unintentionally shouldered a Goth teen, nearly knocking him down, and the boy, bolder for a hit of some recreational drug or other, started to mouth off. His friends had the presence of mind to yank him into order, whispering to him who had just sliced past. For all the world, for anyone sober enough to know, Andrew Bartlett looked like the Angel of Death gliding by with a purpose far greater than the lack of purpose in the lives around him.

Peter Jenkins was with a dozen people, sitting on a concrete block, smoking weed with one hand and holding a beer in his other. His cellphone lay on his knee. Laughter rippled around him, cause unclear. Almost by pure chance he woozily spotted Andrew approaching, and this sight registered with his befuddled brain as an oddity. Standing up with a smirk, he handed off his joint and said, “Well, fuck me if it isn’t Andy Butt-fuck.”

Jenkins might have been on the verge of a verbal roll, perhaps even approaching wit, but he was stopped before he uncovered any spoken gems. Andrew walked in at a stalking pace, a predatory animal intent on his prey, and flashed his left hand toward Jenkins’ chest. The response was a grab at that wrist, leaving his target with one hand full of wrist and the other full of a beer. The twist put on his left hand made Andrew aware Jenkins wasn’t entirely helpless, but he was stronger than he had been years before; he was older and also colder. A single further step in and the flat of his forearm, from elbow to mid-forearm, arced up and laid hard into the side and front of Jenkins’ throat. Jenkins’ was bigger, and always had been, but he was flabby since leaving school; the blow made him drop his beer, let go of Andrew’s wrist, and trip backward to land on the top of the broad concrete block.

The boy nearest Andrew’s left side punched, and the blow struck solidly to the side of Andrew’s head, stinging his ear. He abandoned the pursuit of Jenkins’ for a moment, stepping sideways to smother any further straight punches, and backhanded the youth so hard the cracking sound of a nose breaking was louder than a pair of startled screams from two teeny-bopper hangers-on. The boy went down hard, on his back, and stayed down. Andrew buffeted another fool with his right shoulder, so hard several of the less brave members of the small posse stepped away rapidly. Then he had Jenkins again, by the hair, and punched him twice in the centre of the face, breaking his nose with the first blow and cracking two teeth with the second. Jenkins flowed down to his knees, semi-conscious, and staggered up with a gargling cry when Andrew used his hair as a hold and made it so. Throwing Jenkins out into the open, scattering several partying teens, he stomped between his shoulder blades and knelt on one knee, that knee planted so hard in the centre of Jenkins’ back it made the boy scream. Looping an arm around the bully’s neck, he hoisted hard, making Jenkins choke. His free hand he pointed at two of the braver cowards who were Jenkins’ friends. Just the point made them hesitate, because it somehow confirmed the cold efficiency they had seen so far was not spent.

To Jenkins he said in an even, icy tone, “Listen to me, you pathetic fuck. You may be able to scare a woman, and you may be a tough piece of shit, but if you ever so much as lay eyes, let alone hands, on Tana Rafferty again I will kill you. And if I do, you shit-bag, no one will ever find your body. They won’t even find a scrap of you.”

He yanked hard, made Jenkins wheeze, and then smashed his head into the soil. Standing away, he glared at the supporters of his victim, eyes roving over them, and hissed, “You can idolise this bitch, but any one of you who raises your hands to a woman, like him, you’re all worthless. Every fucking one of you.”

A few of them actually looked away, shamed by the truth. Jenkins had rolled over, and was now held by one of his wingmen. Coughing blood from his cut mouth, he gasped, “You’re fucking dead!”

Lifeless eyes turned on Jenkins. Cold words, ice where there should be blood and anger, informed, “You better get me from a distance, and do it right on the first try, or I’ll skin you alive.”

Andrew Bartlett walked away, leaving silence behind him, and a majority opinion that unlike the bravado-fuelled mutterings of Jenkins’ few semi-reliable companions Bartlett meant exactly what he had just said.

Back at the Charger, Andrew was paused by his name being called. He turned and identified Tom Gray, one of the standard-bearers for Jenkins’ crowd. Though tired, Andrew turned and prepared for conflict, his right hand balled and the left ready to follow. Tom’s hands rose though, as he slowed his approach, and he seemed intent on not engendering any further violence. He asked, “Is Tana okay?”

“What the fuck do you care?”

“Look, Andy, I know Peter is a bastard. He treats her like shit. I’m not defending any of it. Short of doing what you just did, though, what can anybody do? He’s not going to change, and she’s…she keeps letting him get away with it. Maybe I shouldn’t give a shit, and maybe I don’t deserve to know, but is she okay?”

“She’s alive.”

“Look, you know he won’t let it go. You know that, right? He’ll try to fuck with you.”

“I’ll just kill him then, won’t I.”

Andrew got in the car, started it, and left Tom standing there alone, wearing an uncomfortable expression.

Back at the apartment, when Andrew opened the door he found Tana sitting in a kitchen chair with a blanket wrapped around her. She looked up from a cup of coffee and asked, “Where did you go?”

He could have lied; maybe he should have. Instead, he gave her a three-sentence education about exactly what he had done, ending it with the words, “It really doesn’t matter to me if he comes to you, or you go back to him…either way, I’ll kill him.”

He meant it; she knew it; she promised, “I won’t go back.”

Part of him wanted to believe her, but he had heard it before, in every dream he had, and in every rumour he had heard. He simply slumped his shoulders and gazed at her. Even beaten she was beautiful, ethereal even, with her detached demeanour making her more so. He suddenly felt the trickle of blood on his cheek, and reached up to feel there. His temple was cut from a punch, and so was part of his ear at the top of the lobe. When did that happen? He left her and went to the bathroom, washed the cuts, and mechanically sprayed them with Bactine before putting a Band-Aid on the one and squeezing gauze against the other. Upon returning to the kitchen, he made himself coffee, sat in the only other empty chair, and watched her drink her coffee.

“I’ll sleep on the couch,” he decided.

“Okay.”

“Drinking coffee won’t help you sleep.”

“I know,” she said.

He looked down at the table and closed his eyes, sighing deeply.

“Andrew,” she whispered, causing him to return his eyes to her. She had no words for the lingering sensations she was feeling. She was unemotional, and always had been, and yet some part of her, the small part she actually treasured, felt something, had and did, even if it was only an echo of what she knew he felt.

“What?”

What could she say? Nothing she said would change anything, and she saw no future, so making foolish remarks about one was pointless. She also knew he couldn’t believe her, even though she was certain this time she wouldn’t return to Jenkins. Without his imposition of the ultimatum, his standing threat to kill Peter regardless of whose choice brought them together, she knew she was too weak to stop herself. That promise would stop her, but only because she couldn’t bear the idea of him carrying the burden of carrying out the execution. She knew he would do it if he had to. And anything remotely like love, even in her fractured view of it, was dead where Peter Jenkins was concerned; not because he cheated on her, or beat her, but because she was incapable of raising even that much apathetic passion. She had manufactured her affections for Peter, rebuilt them every time they faltered, and even though she felt so little she knew she had never felt anything real for him. But she had felt something, even if a mere echo, for the man seated beside her.

“Go to sleep,” he said softly.

She nodded, left her cup, and returned to the bedroom. Sleeping in his bed, smelling his sweat on the sheets, was the first time she slept soundly in two years.

In the living room, on the tattered old couch, was the first time in two years Andrew Bartlett stared at the ceiling, unable to even close his eyes. He expected the cops to come by, but they didn’t come; and that wasn’t really why he couldn’t sleep. The real cause of his sleeplessness lay in the other room, visible in dim light through the open bedroom door, sleeping soundly. And inside he bled, his carefully constructed world collapsing into a darkness deeper than night.





2




Dawn.

Light always first filtered through the window of what passed for a living room in the apartment. Not having slept, Andrew wasn’t woken by the sparkle of sunlight. Nonetheless, at dawn he rolled off the couch, turned on the electric kettle, and stood staring out the kitchen window across the rough gravel roof of the pharmacy. A farther view of the street beyond was blocked by an enormous air conditioning installation. When he heard a step, about the same time the kettle’s switch clicked to alert it had boiled its contents, he turned to find Tana standing at the bedroom door. She was unchanged – unless her bruises being darker counted for change – except for her feet being bare. They gazed at each other, two broken people working toward some common understanding. He expected her to walk away, probably right back to the arms of her abuser; she expected him to push her away.

“Your face looks sore,” she said.

He glanced into the surface of the range hood, one of the few decent reflective surfaces outside the single mirror in his bathroom. The bruise where he had been punched was dusky, and there was some swelling. The cut on the upper part of his ear had bled again overnight, leaving a crust in the curls of his ear. He glanced back at her, trying not to think about how pretty she was, even when she was battered. He didn’t want to admit her eyes would always have so much power in his world. It was a truth though, undeniable, and the truth crucified him.

Tana went to the kettle and used one of the cups he had apparently rinsed the previous night. She poured hot water, then mixed instant coffee into the water. Andrew had never known anyone to do that before, though he was sure some other people must. He had always done the reverse. He wasn’t surprised she never asked or offered to make him a cup, because he knew it was beyond her. The discourtesy wasn’t an indication of self-involvement, but rather a side-effect of her disconnection from reality: she had no pattern to suggest to her it might be polite, or even socially implied, that she should offer to make him a cup. Stirring in two sugars – no milk – she sat at the same chair she had the night before. He had no certainty about what she was thinking, and a third party would have believed she was completely disconnected from the world around her, but inside her deeply, well below where it could surface even subtly, she was embroiled by cascades of emotion, most of them spiked by self-hatred as pure as pain could manage to fashion. She didn’t really feel her physical injuries, and couldn’t express the deeper pain, so she was superficially devoid of even a twitch of expression. She wanted to reach out, to shrug off the years that had formed her into whatever she was, and tell him how grateful she was for his protection. She knew he loved her; she knew he was tortured to have her near him; she knew she was helpless to change any of it.

He made his coffee – black this morning – and sat in the chair beside hers. He could smell her sweat, not really an odour he disliked, though there was a taint of alcohol on her clothes. He knew it wasn’t because she drank, because she never did, unless forced – she had been force-fed alcohol a few times. It was her clothing, taking on the stink of the fists that beat her. He nursed his cup, sipped, and in silence he contemplated his hands. They were large, and always had been, and now they were calloused more than he wished. He had been scrawny two years ago, but life had made him into something more substantial. In some ways he was glad for it, for the sense of strength it provided, but in others he knew it likely would serve him out. The next time, maybe, when he lost his composure, when he let the rage out, he would be strong enough to kill whomever the target was. The thoughts about strength resolved to a contemplation of internal weaknesses, and his shoulders settled lower when he considered how weak he was just by being next to her. Nearly two years of escaping, twisting the grief of separation down into a tight, dark place inside, and now he was feeling the pain there seeping upward, poisoning him again.

Tana closed her eyes. She did that; she closed them to think, because she was intensely visual, and only cutting off the feed from her eyes could really free her mind. Freed, she imagined the multitude of possibilities. She could turn to him, kiss him, and ask for forgiveness; she could cry, weep softly, and maybe this once it would be because of something she felt; or perhaps she could even tell him a truth that frightened her, and had once frightened her so much she had fled from it. But none of those fantasies came from her head to action. If he was nothing trapped in something, she was something spectacular trapped inside a dense box, unable to claw past the barriers, both physiological and psychic. The clarity of her mind, always so perfect when she was safe, and so seldom safe it made her want to curse the world, told her that whatever was wrong inside her, whatever had formed her, had designed her to sit beside someone like Andrew Bartlett and to view him as something worthy of affection. Yet she had no illusions about him. He was in many ways her opposite, all of his emotions being funnelled into something obscene – reflective rage, and a propensity to be violent just because violence was a release for his anxiety. If she was disjointed from true emotion, she still felt it echo inside her; but he was practically without emotion, and any echo he felt was dressed in a layer of raw pain, echoing not his emotional context but the context of whomever he was with. That she knew it so certainly, that he was probably a psychopath, or something near it, should have made her afraid; but in her entire life, the only times she had ever felt safe was beside him. His fearlessness, his directness, and his unquestioned defence of those few things he treasured – she knew she was one of them – imprinted upon her. All these things cascaded from her centre to the surface of her mind, but never showed on her face.

Andrew watched her face, her absolutely placid face, knowing when she closed her eyes she was disengaging from the moment. She was somewhere else, and if she was to open her eyes, if he was to speak, there would be an emptiness there in her gaze. She was so deep in herself, so far away, nothing but choice could return her. In his own way he could feel her calm for what it was – safety; but he had no calm, even now, when the disquiet in his head was a mere whisper. He knew what he was, or at least suspected it, but he had no capacity to allow it to concern him. Caution, he had; fear, he had no awareness of, let alone an ability to harness it as a director of his choices. Looking back at his hands, he imagined a moment in time when he might be allowed to feel something so damning, so pure, it could erase the rage, the hate, and the cold fury of him. It wasn’t true he couldn’t feel, but it was true the place inside where feelings were generated was muted to a point where no outside observer could have credited him any sense of emotional self. And yet, rage, it had to be an emotion; he knew it; he felt it. He felt. Could a true psychopath feel anything?

Displacement. It was for both of them the key to the challenge they represented, and the key to unlock the mystery of each of them. Beneath those locks lay different answers, but even had they found them, it would have been a cruel joke, because the answers would have done nothing to confirm or deny their lacking.

Practicality governed both; more so Tana, who was incapable of being impractical, even when it threatened her existence. She said, “I have no clothes.”

“You’re wearing clothes,” replied Andrew, and had he any appreciation of how witty the reply was he might have smiled.

“All my things are at…where I used to be.”

He glanced at her, but saw nothing to suggest what, if anything, she was feeling. He picked up the cellphone on the table, which sat on a phone book, and flipped the directory open. She watched him call Lily McNally, ask for her, and when she answered he said, “All of Tana’s things are with Jenkins. She’ll need them. Since I’ve promised to murder him if they come in contact again, it might be easier if you got her things.” He listened to Lily for a moment, and then said goodbye, explaining after he set the phone down, “Someone named Elise is apparently bringing your things to Lily sometime this morning.”

“That’s Tom Gray’s girlfriend: Elise Pelletier.”

He nodded, not really caring. He rose and dumped the last of his coffee into his pristine sink. As he rinsed the cup, he said, “You should have a shower, and change into whatever you can find.”

She rose, repeated the motions he had just made, and left without saying anything.

Silence governed them even after she came out of the bathroom, her dark hair lank and her bruises looking worse for the moisture and heat of the water. She was wearing only a shirt of his, a hockey jersey he had never worn, and it was long enough that it looked like a nightshirt on her. She sat by the window in a chair, which had once been a recliner but was now just a ratty hand-me-down. He sat in the kitchen, trying not to look at her.

Sometime a little before noon the sound of steps on the stairs prompted him to rise and walk to the door, glancing out the window that provided a view of the stairs. The jackknife he had picked up when he had risen was still closed, and now went into his pocket. He opened the door before the knock came.

Lily was there, looking tired and depressed. She said, “There are boxes in my car.”

“It’s unlocked?”

“Yes.”

He passed by her and went to serve as a mule. Practicality was a valuable trait.

Lily walked in, went to where Tana sat, and sat on the end of the sofa nearest her. Studying the side of her friend’s face that wasn’t marked, she sighed. Quiet, guilt-ridden, she asked, “How are you this morning?”

“Better.”

“Tana…I’m sorry, but I didn’t know what else to do.” A box was delivered, and when he was there Lily stayed silent. As soon as he left she spoke again, whispering, “He was the only person I knew of who could…stop this.”

“True.”

“Tana, look at me.”

“Why?” was Tana’s question, though she did look, her unruffled expression twice as cutting as any hint of anger might have been. “I understand why you did it.”

Lily shook her head, sat back, and said in a normal volume, “Elise says Peter isn’t going to go to the cops. Tom talked him out of it, pointed out…things. Peter is terrified of Andrew. Tana, for God’s sake, don’t go back to him; don’t ever go back to Peter. I can’t…I can’t bear that you might. If you do, you’ll end up dead.” Though Andrew was coming in with a pair of boxes, Lily still said, “When you’re with Andrew, you don’t have to be afraid. Just stay here. Don’t destroy your life anymore.”

Uncharacteristically, Tana’s voice showed a tremor of emotion, approaching sorrow, when she said, driven by the clarity of mind she always possessed, “He doesn’t deserve to be punished with me.”

He left again, though he had to have heard her. But then what could he have said?

“Tana…don’t you get it?” asked Lily.

“I know he thinks he loves me,” Tana admitted.

“He does.”

“No. He thinks he does.”

“Maybe you’re really fucked up, but this guy…you once told me he was the only person you thought could ever make you happy.”

“True.”

“I don’t get you. I love you, Tana, you’re my friend, and I worry all the time; but you’re so fucking weird.”

The last box was laid down, and Andrew asked, “Is that all of it?”

“Elise thinks so,” Lily replied, turning to look at him. She wanted so much to say how sorry she was, because a night of ruminating had made her certain the choice to push Tana into his world had probably destroyed her friendship with Tana and his life. She couldn’t choke out an apology though, because some part of her hoped she had at least found some bizarre method to save her friend’s life. Knowing Tana was alive was more important than any lasting friendship.

Andrew studied Lily, hated her, and still sensed her dilemma. He closed the door behind himself and said, “For now, she’ll stay here. Later, she can find someplace she wants to be.”

Tana wanted to beg him not to let that happen. She pushed a slight smile; she had no idea how beautiful he thought she was when she smiled. She couldn’t recall the last time an effort had made her sustain a smile. What was forced became natural, because his face betrayed a flinch before he went to the kitchen table and sat.

Lily watched Tana’s face, and an instant desire to smack the girl came over her. She had known Tana since grade school, and whatever made up Lily’s personality had made her the only actual friend who could tolerate the strangeness of Tana Rafferty. Tana might have thought herself distant, but when those pale eyes watched Andrew Bartlett sit, with his back to them, Lily saw a spark in them. Unlike Andrew, who Lily thought was probably deeply dangerous, she suspected whatever lay in Tana’s dysfunction was more an issue of nurture than nature. She was wrong, at least in as much as it was a combination, but not entirely mistaken. But she wouldn’t have cared had someone pointed out how many ways she was mistaken, because she loved Tana like some weird sister.

“Tom talked Peter out of doing anything stupid,” Lily said to Andrew, “like calling in cops.”

Andrew had nothing to say to that. He felt no sense of relief, only tightness in his chest. He wasn’t afraid of Jenkins, or what might happen, but he couldn’t believe the conflict could end. Jenkins would be circumspect, but there would be revenge. Or, perhaps far worse, at some point he would suffer a repeat of the last fiasco when Tana left to be where she wanted, and chose to be where Jenkins – or someone like him – was. That would destroy what was left of him, and it felt inevitable.

Lily stood, looked at Tana, and whispered, “As young as I am, I know this: what we think we want isn’t usually what we need, and sometimes what we get, by accident, is best for us.”

Lily left then, not wanting to cry, having delivered what might have been the only certain wisdom she would ever manage to deliver to anyone.

Tana wanted to reply, to say that deep inside she knew it, and that some part of her was alive with the awareness all she had to do now to have a better life was simply let herself fall into one with Andrew. Darker parts of her even believed he could someday satisfy even her terrifying urges to be punished. But she didn’t believe she had the courage to share those needs with him, not because of shame – she felt shame inside, coiled like something evil waiting to strike – but because she believed the idea of her deviant needs would somehow hurt him.

Silence again, for a long time, even after he rose to lock the door. He returned to the kitchen, fatigue suddenly taking over his limbs. He yawned; he looked up when Tana touched his shoulder. Eminently practical, she said, “You must be tired.”

“Yeah.”

She fished his hand, and he didn’t resist. She led him to the bedroom, and paused there, believing no words were needed to urge him to sleep. He sat, rubbed his face, and flinched at the pain from his cheek. When he looked up she was looking at him, almost as if she was seeing him – but, of course, he knew there was little to see. What social performance he managed was always gone when he grew fatigued, the façade being too difficult to sustain. She was seeing the void that defined him. It was a sight he wished he could bury, especially from her, but she expressed no dismay at it, and somehow that took away some of the sting of the emptiness.

Tana was an animal at a level he wasn’t, not as cold as he was, but certainly as instinctive. She had no sense of shame about that, because she didn’t really feel that shame deeply. She even understood her pursuit of pain, of relationships that would leave her bloody and shaken – pain was immediate, and she felt it almost as if it was real. Suppressing herself was noble, more than she knew. She sat beside him, put her hand on his where it lay on the rumpled bed sheets, and said, “I won’t go anywhere.”

“I couldn’t stop you.”

It was true. They both grasped it was maybe one of the few truths they shared.

Tana briefly considered giving him head, not so much as an act of love but as a practical means to exhaust whatever energy he had left in him. He would sleep afterward, she thought, and that was as far as she considered the act. Would he think her a whore? It almost made her frown to consider he might, because somehow he never had, and that mattered to her. But it wasn’t a need to have respect that stopped her, rather it was the further practical awareness she had bitten her tongue and cheek when Peter had last beaten her. Bleeding all over Andrew would probably be problematic. It would certainly not make the act commonplace, even in her bizarre sense of the word.

He was slumped, aware she was peering at him, unaware what she was thinking. She smelled clean, of Irish Spring, which was his favoured soap. He drew a deep breath and twisted, laying back, not even removing his shoes. He closed his eyes, focused on the inside of his eyelids, and pushed away the desire he felt from being so close to her. He was relieved to be so exhausted his body had nothing to reflect the mental arousal he felt because of her nearness. His body was dead, and he was blessed by a nearly immediate sleep.



