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Kensington came to work Thursday afternoon with a piercing. Wyatt noticed because she kept lowering her head and pressing a wadded-up Kleenex to her open mouth. In a short time, the little knot of tissue paper was stained a bright red. He positioned himself at the computer terminal to her left and watched her from the corners of his eyes while he busied himself with a stack of returned videos, bleeping them back into the inventory with the scanner. The next time she lifted the Kleenex to her mouth, he caught a direct glimpse of the stainless steel pin stuck through her blood-stained tongue. It was an interesting development in the Sarah Kensington story.


She was going punk, a little at a time. When he first started working at Best Video, she was chunky and plain, with short cropped brown hair and small, close-set eyes; she went around with the brusque, standoffish attitude of a person who is used to not being liked. Wyatt had a streak of that himself, and had imagined they might get along, but it was nothing doing. She never looked at him if she could help it, and often pretended not to hear him when he spoke to her. In time he came to feel that getting to know her was too much effort. It was easier to loathe and shun her.


One day, an old guy had come into the store, a forty-year-old carnival freak with a shaved head and a dog collar cinched around his neck, a leash dangling from it. He wanted a copy of Sid & Nancy. He asked Kensington to help him find it and they chatted a while. Kensington laughed at everything he said, and when it was her turn to speak, the words came falling out of her mouth in a noisy, excited rush. It was a hell of a thing, watching her turn herself inside out like that over someone. Then when Wyatt showed up at work the next afternoon, the two of them were around the side of the store that couldn’t be seen from the street. The circus gimp had her flattened against the wall. They were holding hands, their fingers entwined together, while she poked her tongue desperately into cue-ball’s mouth. Now, a few months later, Kensington’s hair was an alien shade of bright copper and she wore biker boots and haunted house eye shadow. The stud in her tongue, though, that was all-new.


‘Why’s it bleeding?’ he asked her.


‘Because I just got it,’ she said, without looking up. She said it bitchy too. Love had not made her warm and expressive; she still sulked and glared when Wyatt spoke to her, avoiding him as if the air around him was poisonous, abhorring him as she always had, for reasons that had not and never would be defined.


‘I figured maybe you got it stuck in a zipper or something,’ he said. Then he added, ‘I guess that’s one way to keep him interested in you. He isn’t going to hang around for your good looks.’


Kensington was a pretty hard case and her reaction caught him off guard. She glanced up at him, with startled, miserable eyes, her chin quivering. In a voice he hardly recognised, she said, ‘Leave me alone.’


Wyatt didn’t like suddenly feeling bad for her. He wished he hadn’t said anything at all, and never mind that he had been provoked. She turned away from him, and he started to reach out, thought he would snag her sleeve, keep her there until he could figure out some way to apologise, without actually saying he was sorry. But then she spun back and glared at him through her watery eyes. She muttered something, he only caught part of it – she said retard, and then something about knowing how to read – but what he heard was more than enough. He felt a sudden, almost painful coldness spreading across his chest.
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