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To Ted and Pel, Mammoth and Vole, Billy, Silly and Lily and Mival –
our other selves




 




a prayer for a life not lived


to dignify screaming till you can’t anymore


so ashamed of the love you carry


the crowded rooms where you speak the dark side of
your heart


what if like geese we could migrate, migrate


to a place no one follows?


Oliver Kalb, from Bellows’ “For Rock Dove”
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Maybe this is on me, Liz Kendall thought as she tried in vain to breathe. A little bit, anyway. For sure, it was mostly the fault of her ex-husband, Marc, and his terrifying temper, but she could see where there might be a corner of it left that she could claim for herself. Taking responsibility for your own mistakes was important.


It was Marc’s weekend with the kids, and he had brought them back late. Except he hadn’t really brought them back at all. He had left them outside, in his car, and had come inside to tell Liz that they were going to grab some dinner. You know, since it was already so late and all.


Hell, no.


Liz had surprised herself, speaking up for her rights and the kids’ routine, reminding Marc (which he knew damn well) that tomorrow was a school day. She had been overconfident, was what it was. She had lost the habit of victimhood somewhere, or at least temporarily mislaid it. Forthright words had spilled out of her mouth, to her own astonishment as much as Marc’s.


But Marc had some words of his own once he got over the surprise, and the argument had moved through its inevitable phases: recrimination, rage, ultimatum. Then when there was nowhere left for it to go in words alone, it had moved into actions, which speak louder. Marc had grabbed Liz by the throat and slammed her backward into the counter, sending the bags of groceries she had laid in for the kids’ return cascading down onto the tiles.


“I’m going to fix you once and for all, you fucking bitch!” he roared into her dazed face.


Now she was down on the floor among the spilled foodstuffs and Marc was kneeling astride her, his teeth bared, his face flushed with effort, his wild eyes overflowing with hate. As Liz twisted in his grip, trying to open a passage from her windpipe to her lungs, she glimpsed a box of Lucky Charms on her left-hand side and a bottle of Heinz malt vinegar on her right.


Egyptian pharaohs sailed into the afterlife in reed boats piled with all the treasures they’d amassed in their lives. Gold. Jewels. Precious metals. In heaven, Liz would have condiments and breakfast cereal. Great, she thought. Wonderful.


Darkness welled up like tears in her eyes.


And that was when the iceberg hit.


Hard.


It hit her from the inside out, a bitter cold that expanded from the core of her body all the way to her skin, where it burned and stung.


She saw her hand, like a glove on someone else’s hand, groping across the floor. Finding the vinegar bottle’s curved side. Turning it with her fingertips until she could take hold of it.


Her arm jerked spasmodically, lifting from the ground only to fall back down. Then it repeated the motion. Why? What was she doing? No, what was this rogue part of her doing on its own behalf? Now that it had a weapon, why wasn’t it even trying to use it?


A wave of glee and fierce amusement and anticipation flooded Liz’s mind as though her brain had sprung a catastrophic leak and someone else’s thoughts were pouring in. Stupid. Stupid question. She was making a weapon.


Three times is the charm. With the third impact, the bottle smashed on the hard tiles. The vinegar seeping into her lacerated skin made Liz’s dulled nerves twitch and dance, but it was a dance with no real meaning to it, like that strange event she had seen once when she picked Zac up from his school’s summer bop: a silent disco.


She drove what was left of the bottle into the side of Marc’s face as hard as she could.


Marc gave a hoarse, startled grunt, flicking his head aside as though a fly or a moth had flown into his eye. Then he screamed out loud, reeling backward as he realized he was cut. His hands flew up to clutch his damaged cheek. Pieces of broken glass rained down onto the floor like melting icicles after a sudden thaw.


Some of them had blood on them. Liz’s stomach turned over when she saw that, but it was as though some part of her had missed the memo: satisfaction and triumph rose, tingling like bubbles, through her nausea and panic.


That surge of alien emotion was terrifyingly intense, but in other ways normal service was being resumed. Liz’s arms dropped to the floor on either side of her as though whatever had just taken her over had flung them down when it was done. The prickling cold folded in on itself and receded back into some hidden gulf whose existence she had never suspected.


Liz sucked in an agonizing sliver of breath, and then another. Her chest heaved and spasmed, but the sickness of realization filled her quicker than the urgent oxygen, quicker even than the overpowering smell and taste of vinegar.


What she had just done.


But it was more like what someone else had done, slipping inside her body and her mind and moving her like a puppet. She hadn’t willed this; she had only watched it, her nervous system dragged along in the wake of decisions made (instantly, enthusiastically) elsewhere.


Liz tried to sit up. For a moment she couldn’t move at all. It felt as if she had to fumble around inside herself to find where all her nerves attached. Her body was strange to her, too solid and too slow, like a massive automaton controlled by levers and pulleys.


Finally she was able to roll over on one elbow, her damaged hand pressed hard against her chest. She watched a ragged red halo form on the white cotton of her T-shirt as the blood soaked through, conforming sloppily and approximately to the outline of her fingers. A year-old memory surfaced: the time when Molly had painted around her hand for art homework with much more exuberance than accuracy.


Marc lunged at her again with a screamed obscenity, one hand groping for her throat while the other was still clamped to his own cheek. But he didn’t touch her. Didn’t get close. Pete and Parvesh Sethi from the apartment upstairs were suddenly there on either side of him, coming out of nowhere to grab him and haul him back. For a few seconds, the three men were a threshing tangle of too many limbs in too many places, a puzzle picture. Then Pete and Parvesh put Marc down hard.


Pete knelt across Marc’s shoulders to pin his upper body to the ground, facedown, while Parvesh, sitting on his legs, took his phone out of his pocket to request—with astonishing calm—both a police visit and an ambulance. Marc was raving, calling them a couple of queer bastards and promising that when he came back to finish what he’d started with Liz he’d spend some time with them too.


“Lizzie,” Parvesh shouted to her across the room. “Are you all right? Talk to me!” From the concern in his voice, she thought maybe he had asked her once already and she had missed it somehow in the general confusion.


“I’m fine,” she said. Her voice was a little slurred, her mouth as sluggish and unwilling as the rest of her. “Just … cut my hand.”


But there was a lot more wrong with her than that.


“Pete,” Parvesh said, “have you got this?”


“I’ve got it,” Pete grunted. “If he tries to get up, I’ll dislocate his shoulder.”


Parvesh stood and walked across to Liz. Marc struggled a little when he felt that his legs were free, but Pete tightened his grip and he subsided again.


“Fucking queer bastard,” Marc repeated, his voice muffled because his mouth was right up against the tiles. “I’ll fucking fix you.”


“Well, you could fix your trash talk,” Pete said. “Right now, it doesn’t sound like you’re even trying.”


“Let me see,” Parvesh said to Liz. He knelt down beside her and took her hand in both of his, unfolding it gently like an origami flower. There was a big gash across her palm, a smaller one at the base of her thumb. Parvesh winced when he saw the two deep cuts. “Well, I guess they’re probably disinfected already,” he said. “Vinegar’s an acid. But we’d better make sure there’s no glass in them. Have you got a first aid kit?”


Did she? For a second or two the answer wouldn’t come. The room made no sense to her, though she’d lived in this house for the best part of two years. She had to force herself to focus, drag up the information in a clumsy swipe like someone groping in the dark for a ringing phone.


“Corner cupboard,” she mumbled. “Next to the range, on the right.”


It was still hard to make all her moving parts cooperate—hard even to talk without her tongue catching between her teeth. She thought she might be drooling a little, but when she tried to bring her good hand up to her mouth to wipe the spittle away her body refused to cooperate. The hand just drew a sketchy circle in the air.


When your own body doesn’t do what you tell it to, Liz thought in sick dismay, that has to mean you’re losing your mind.


Parvesh got her up on her feet, the muscles in her legs twanging like guitar strings, and led her across to the sink. He ran cold water across the cuts before probing them with a Q-tip soaked in Doctor’s Choice. They were starting to hurt now. Hurt like hell, with no fuzz or interference. Liz welcomed the pain. At least it was something that was hers alone: nobody else was laying claim to it.


Marc was still cursing from the floor and Pete was still giving him soft answers while leaning down on him hard and not letting him move a muscle.


“The kids!” Liz mumbled. “Vesh, I’ve got to go get the kids.”


“Zac and Moll? Where are they?”


“In Marc’s car. Out on the driveway.” Or more likely on the street, parked for a quick getaway. Marc wouldn’t have had any expectation that he was going to lose this argument.


“Okay. But not bleeding like a pig, Lizzie. You’ll scare them shitless.”


Parvesh was right, she knew. She also knew that Zac must be getting desperate by now, only too aware that the long hiatus with both of his parents inside the house meant they were having a shouting match at the very least. But she had made him promise never to intervene, and she had made the promise stick. She hadn’t wanted either of her children to come between her and Marc’s temper. In the years leading up to the divorce, protecting them from that had been the rock bottom rationale for Liz’s entire existence.


Whatever happens between him and me, Zac, you just stay with your sister. Keep her safe. Let it blow over.


Only this didn’t seem like something that was going to blow over. Liz could hear sirens whooping a few streets away, getting louder: repercussions, arriving way before she was ready for them. When she still didn’t even understand how any of this had happened.


The iceberg. The alien emotions. The puppet dance.


The room yawed and rolled a little. Liz went away and came back again, without moving from the spot where she stood. One of the places she went to—just for half a heartbeat or so—was the Perry Friendly Motel. A suspect mattress bounced under her ass as Marc bounced on top of her and she thrust from the hips with joyous abandon to meet him halfway.


Okay, that was weird. That was nearly twenty years ago. What was she going to hallucinate next? A guitar solo?


The next thing she was aware of was Parvesh applying a dressing to her hand, bending the pad carefully around her open wounds. “What did he do to you?” he asked her, keeping his voice low so the conversation was just between the two of them.


Liz shook her head. She didn’t want to talk about it because that meant having to think about it.


“You’ve got bruises on your throat. Lizzie, did he attack you?”


“I’ve got to go out to the kids,” she said. Had she already said that? How much time had passed? Could she make it to the street without fainting or falling over?


Parvesh tilted her head back very gently with one hand and leaned in close to examine her neck.


“He did. He tried to throttle you. Oh Lizzie, you poor thing!” Liz flinched away from his pity as if it were contempt. She had tried hard not to let anyone see this. To be someone else, a little bit stronger and more self-sufficient than her current self. And since she had moved into the duplex, she had felt like it was working, like she had sloughed off an old skin and been reborn. But here she was again, where she had been so many times before (although something strong had moved through her briefly, like the ripples from a distant tidal wave).


“How did it happen?”


“It’s his weekend. I was just … unhappy because he brought the kids back so late. I told him not to.” The kids. She needed to make sure they were okay: everything else could wait. Liz headed for the door.


But she still wasn’t as much in command of her own movements as she thought she was. She stumbled and almost fell. Parvesh caught her and sat her down on one of the chairs. She noticed that there was a dark streak of blood across the blue and yellow polka dots on its tie-on cushion.


The back of her head was throbbing. Putting a hand up to feel back there she found a lump like a boulder, its surface hot and tender. When Marc knocked her down she must have hit the tiles a lot harder than she thought. Another wave of nausea went through her but she fought against it and managed not to heave.


More talking. More moving around. The kitchen floor was still rising and falling like the deck of a ship. Liz lost track of events again, feeling around inside herself for any lingering traces of that presence. Her interior puppetmaster.


The outside world came back loudly and suddenly with the kitchen door banging open and then with Marc bellowing from the floor for someone to let him up because he was being assaulted and illegally restrained.


“So what happened here?” another voice asked. A female voice, calm and matter-of-fact. Liz looked up to find two uniformed cops in the kitchen, a woman and a man. She closed her eyes immediately, finding that the light and movement were making the nausea return.


Marc was talking again, or yelling rather, swearing that he was going to sue the Sethis for every penny they had. Pete told him to make sure he spelled their names right. “It’s Mr. Queer Bastard and Dr. Queer Bastard. We don’t hyphenate.”


“Her husband attacked her,” Parvesh said. “That guy over there. Him.”


“Ex-husband,” Liz muttered automatically. She opened her eyes again, as wide as she dared. “The kids. My kids are …”


“We’ve got an officer with them right now, ma’am,” the lady cop said. “They’re fine. Is it okay if we bring them around by the front of the house? We don’t think it’s a good idea for them to see this.” She nodded her head to indicate the smears and spatters of blood all over the kitchen floor, on the side of the counter, on Liz and on Marc.


Marc was sitting up now, his back against the fridge. The Sethis had retired to the opposite corner of the room but the man cop, whose badge identified him as Lowenthal, was standing over Marc and a paramedic was kneeling beside him, holding a dressing pad to his face. Blood was oozing out from under the pad, running along its lower edge to a corner where it dripped down onto Marc’s shirt. It didn’t make much difference to the shirt: you couldn’t even tell where the drops were landing on the blood-drenched fabric.


The lady cop talked on her radio for a few seconds. “Yeah. Bring them through the front door and find someplace where they can sit. Tell them their mom and dad are okay and someone’s going to be with them soon.” She slipped the radio back into the pouch on her belt and looked at everyone in turn. “Suppose we run through this from the beginning,” she said. “What exactly happened here?”


“She ripped my face open with a bottle!” Marc snarled.


“A vinegar bottle,” Liz added unnecessarily. The lady cop turned to Liz and gave her a hard, appraising look. Her badge read Brophy. A nice Irish name. She didn’t look Irish. She was blonde and wide-faced like a Viking, with flint-gray eyes. Maybe cops got Irish surnames along with their badges. Except for Lowenthal.


“Are you saying this is true, ma’am?” Officer Brophy asked. “You assaulted him with a bottle?”


“Yes,” Liz said.


“Okay, you want to tell me why?”


I can’t, Liz thought bleakly. I don’t even understand it myself. “He was on top of me,” she said. “Choking me.” It was absolutely true. It was also irrelevant. That wasn’t why she’d done what she did; it was only when.


“Can anyone corroborate that?”


“Yes, ma’am,” Parvesh said. “We saw the whole thing. We live upstairs. We heard the noise through the floor and ran down. The kitchen door was open, so we let ourselves in, and we saw Lizzie on the floor with this man—” He nodded his head in Marc’s direction. “—on top of her. She’s Elizabeth Kendall and he’s her ex-husband, Marc. Marc with a c. He had his hands around her throat. We were so amazed that for a moment we couldn’t think of what to do. We just shouted at him to get off of her. But he didn’t stop. He didn’t even seem to hear us. Then Lizzie grabbed the bottle up off the floor and swung it, and that was when we stepped in. Am I missing anything, Pete?”


“That’s how it went down,” Pete agreed.


“Look at her neck,” Parvesh told Officer Brophy, “if you don’t believe us.”


“I didn’t touch her,” Marc yelled. “They’re lying. She just went for me!”


Officer Brophy ignored Marc while she took up Parvesh’s invitation. She walked across to Liz and leaned in close to look at her bare throat. “Could you tilt your chin up a little, ma’am?” she asked politely. “If it doesn’t hurt too much.”


Liz obeyed. Officer Lowenthal whistled, short and low. “Nasty,” he murmured.


“How’s the gentleman looking?” Brophy asked the paramedic. She shot Marc a very brief glance.


“He’ll need stitches,” the paramedic said. “They both will.”


“You just got the one ambulance?”


“Yeah. The other one is out in Wilkinsburg.”


“Okay, then you take him. Officer Lowenthal will accompany you, and I’ll follow on with Mrs. Kendall. Len, you ought to cuff him to a gurney in case he gets argumentative.”


“I’ll do that,” Lowenthal said.


“This is insane!” Marc raged. “Look at me! I’m the one who’s injured. I’m the one who was attacked.” He swatted away the paramedic’s hands and pulled the dressing pad away to display his wounds. The eye looked fine, if a little red. The semi-circular gouge made by the bottle ringed it quite neatly, but there was a strip of loose flesh hanging down from his cheek as though Liz had tried to peel him.


“That does look pretty bad,” Officer Lowenthal allowed. “You just hit him the once, ma’am?”


“Once,” Liz agreed. “Yes.” And hey, she thought but didn’t say, that’s a one in my column and a couple of hundred in his, so he’ll probably still win the match on points even if he doesn’t get a knockout.


She shook her head to clear it. It didn’t clear. “Please,” she tried again. “My children. I can’t leave them on their own. I haven’t even seen them yet. They don’t know what’s happening.”


The two cops got into a murmured conversation that Liz couldn’t catch.


“Well, you go on in and talk to them,” Brophy said eventually. “While we get your husband’s statement.” Ex-husband, Liz amended in her mind. Took the best part of two years to get that ex nailed on the front, and nobody ever uses it. “They can ride with you to the hospital, if you want. Or if you’ve got friends who can look after them …”


“We’d be happy to do that,” Parvesh said.


“… then they can stay here until you get back. Up to you. You go ahead and talk to them now while we finish up in here.”


“I’m making a lasagna,” Pete said to Liz, touching her arm as she went by. “If they haven’t had supper, they can eat with us.”


Liz gave him a weak smile, grateful but almost too far out of herself to show it. “Thanks, Pete.”


“I was attacked with a bottle!” Marc said again, holding fast to this elemental truth. “She shoved a bottle in my face!”


“You told us that,” Officer Lowenthal said. “But she missed the eye. You got lucky there.”


“I’m filing charges. For criminal assault!”


“Okay,” Brophy said. “We’re listening, sir. Tell us what happened.”


Liz got out of there. She didn’t want to hear a version of the story where she was the monster and Marc was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.


The trouble was, if she told the truth she had to admit that there had been a monster in that kitchen. She had no idea where it had come from, or where it had gone when it left her.


If.


If it had left her.
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Zac and Molly were sitting on the sofa next to an impassive police officer with a Burt Reynolds moustache. They jumped up when Liz came into the room and ran to her, hugging her high and low at the same time. The cop gave her a nod of acknowledgment, or else he was giving them permission to embrace.


Zac’s arms reached around Liz’s shoulders, his head bending down to touch the top of hers. As soon as he hit puberty, Zac had started to grow like he’d drunk a magic potion, but he had yet to fill out horizontally even a little bit. Now, at age sixteen, he was a willow twig, where his father—shorter and broader and a whole lot harder—was more like the stump of an oak. He had his father’s red-blond hair, though, where Molly’s was jet-black and—just like her mom’s—had less tendency to curl than a steel bar.


Molly had been born tiny, her five-pounds-and-one-ounce birth weight landing her right on the third percentile line, and she had stayed resolutely tiny ever since. Some of that was probably medical: severe bronchiectasis had played hell with her ability to latch onto the breast and feed, leading to a lot of broken nights and baby hysterics and a short-term failure to thrive that left a long-term legacy. At Moll’s sixth birthday party, only a few weeks before, Liz had served up the cake on a set of bunting-draped kitchen steps instead of the dining room table so Molly wouldn’t need to stand on a chair to blow her candles out.


But Molly was tenacious, and she had a way of being where she needed to be. Right now, she squeezed her way past her big brother to get a better purchase on her mommy. Her stubby arms closed around Liz’s leg, where she held on like a limpet.


God, Liz loved them so much. They were the counterbalance for everything else, for the years of abuse at Marc’s hands and the slow extinguishing of all her other dreams. Because of the kids, her life made sense and had a shape. A meaning. Because of them, she had never forgotten how to be happy, however bad things got.


“Are you okay?” Zac asked her.


“Mommy is okay,” Molly mumbled into the back of Liz’s thigh. “Mommy is fine.” Molly seldom asked questions about the things that really mattered. Generally, she made categorical statements and dared the universe to contradict her.


“Mommy is,” Liz agreed, giving them an arm each. Taking as much reassurance as she gave. In actual fact, her head was throbbing and it hurt her to breathe. Her mind kept rushing away at reckless speed and then lurching to a halt, again and again. Even if you ignored the fact that she’d just had some kind of psychotic episode, there were lots of ways in which the word okay was a loose fit on her right then. But she very much wanted Zac and Moll to not be afraid anymore, to believe the crisis was over.


“We had a kind of an … an accident in the kitchen,” she said, trying to keep her tone light, “but everything’s okay now.”


Zac gave her a searching stare, reading in everything she wasn’t saying. “Then what’s the matter with your voice?” he asked. His gaze went down to the bruises on her neck and his eyes opened wide. “Oh, Jeez! Mom …”


“Everything’s fine,” Liz repeated firmly, with a meaningful glance down at the top of his sister’s head. Molly’s dark, spiky hair was quivering slightly, a reliable emotional antenna. “And don’t curse, okay? I’ve just got to go to the hospital to get my hand looked at.” She held up the bandage for them both to see—a much safer topic than the bruises. “I cut myself on a vinegar bottle, which is why I smell like a half-made salad. Zac, can you take Molly upstairs to Pete and Vesh’s? They’ve said you can stay with them until I get back.”


“I’ll go with you.”


“No, buddy, it’s best if you stay here. You’ve both got school tomorrow and there’s no telling how long I’ll be gone. Plus I’ll just be happier if I know the two of you are here. Together. This doesn’t have to wreck your day.”


Zac gave her a very intense look, indicative of all the things he wanted to say but couldn’t because Molly the limpet was right there listening.


Finally, reluctantly, he nodded. “Call us when you’re coming back,” he insisted.


“I will. I promise.”


Liz bent to pick Molly up, but the instant rush of wooziness told her that was a bad idea. Instead, she delivered a fleeting kiss to the top of her daughter’s head and straightened again quickly. She led Molly over to the sofa and sat her down, the cop scooching out of the way to make room.


Molly’s breathing problems, diagnosed before she was even born, made others—especially Liz—a little overprotective of her, but she was fiercely stoical on her own account when it came to physical hurt, picking herself up with a shrug after every fall. It was emotional upheaval that wrecked her, turning her into a tiny incendiary device packed with anxiety and woe. Liz wanted to give her five minutes of normality before she headed for the hospital. Zac knew what she was doing and played along, prompting Molly when Liz asked what they’d done with their day.


“You made a tower, didn’t you, Moll?”


“I made a Lego tower. For Harry Potter and Ron and Hermione and some dragons from the dragon lands. And the roof lifts off so the dragons can come out.”


“That sounds cool.”


“It’s very cool. I brought it back in the car so you can see it.”


“And Jamie did your nails,” Zac reminded her.


“Yes. Jamie did my nails.” Molly held out her hand with the fingers extended. Her nails had been painted in five Day-Glo colors—the colors of the rainbow with indigo and violet missed out. Jamie was Marc’s new partner, who had taken him in after he and Liz separated—soon enough and casually enough that Liz felt sure they must already have been having an affair. She’d done a good job with the nails, neat and even, and if nail varnish looked a little bit weird on a six-year-old it was still apparent that Molly was enormously proud and pleased.


“Lovely!” Liz exclaimed.


“It’s like Princess Peacock Feather,” Molly said. “She has all the colors. Yellow and pink and green and blue.”


“Red and orange and purple too,” Liz finished the rhyme. “Only you don’t have pink or purple.”


“Yes, I do!” Molly exclaimed. She held up her other hand, which had the rest of the spectrum and then some. Liz shielded her eyes, pretending to be dazzled. Molly giggled in delight.


“Did you read a chapter of your book?” Liz asked.


“Not yet.”


“Do one now with Zac, okay? And take a puff on your nebulizer before you go to bed. I’ll see you both in a little while. Be good.”


“We’re always good,” Molly said with incontrovertible certainty.


“Molly is,” Zac amended. “I’m chaotic neutral.”


It was a roleplaying game joke, and Liz just about got it. “So long as you don’t crit-fail on your SATs,” she said. “Finish that test paper, okay?”


“Trust me,” Zac told her. And Liz did, a hundred percent, so she didn’t nag him any further. She kissed them both and withdrew.


Zac took over from her seamlessly. He kept Molly busy getting her reading scheme book, Little Witch’s Big Night, out of her school bag and finding her place in it. When Liz got to the doorway and looked back at them, he mimed “call us” with his thumb and his pinkie finger. She nodded that she would.


She went back into the kitchen. She just about made it there on her own two feet. Then she had to lean against the wall for a few seconds while her gyroscope rocked and rolled and readjusted. The dizziness ought to have gone by now, surely? Maybe she had a concussion.


Could a concussion dislocate your brain from your body? Turn you into a passenger inside your own skin?


The crowd in the kitchen had thinned out. Marc and the guy cop, Lowenthal, and one of the two paramedics had left together in the ambulance. Parvesh had also gone, presumably upstairs to check on the lasagna. Officer Brophy was taking a statement from Pete, who was courteous but categorical. “Yes, I would totally say it was self-defense. He had his hands on her throat. He was trying to kill her.”


Brophy asked Pete a couple more questions about where he was standing when he saw all this stuff and where Marc and Liz had been when he first came into the kitchen. Then she let him go, put her notebook away and turned to Liz. “We should go on over to the hospital,” she said as Pete waved goodbye and made his exit. “Get your injuries looked at. Get them photographed too. This is most likely going to court.”


“I have to get treated at the Carroll Way Medical Center,” Liz said.


The cop looked doubtful. “Will Carroll Way even be open outside of office hours? I know for sure it doesn’t have an emergency room. I’d better drive you over to West Penn.”


Liz demurred. “Maybe I’ll just leave it,” she said. “I mean … I probably don’t need the hospital anyway. I’ll be okay. You could take the photos here, right?”


Officer Brophy had no time for that idea at all. “Look, Ms. Kendall, you need stitches in your cuts and you need to be checked for a concussion. Plus, to be honest with you, you’ll weaken your position if you don’t do this properly. Your husband’s lawyer will say your injuries were trivial or maybe even invented. Take my advice and cover your ass.”


But that was the point. Liz’s ass was far from covered. “I’ve got a terrible insurance policy,” she told the cop. “It’s from my previous job. There’s a co-pay unless I use that one place. I don’t have the ready cash right now, and I can’t afford to get into any more debt.”


“Well, you’re between a rock and a hard place, Ms. Kendall,” Brophy said after a moment. “I can take the photos, sure, but I can’t give expert testimony on your injuries. Your husband might walk on account of the evidence looking less robust than it should. Plus, you know, you really should get looked at. Suppose you’ve got internal bleeding or something? I mean, how much is the co-pay likely to be?”


“A couple of hundred, maybe,” Liz hazarded. But it could be anything. The last time she’d used the policy was when Zac got a wisdom tooth removed, and the billing had been unfathomably complex. One damn form after another after another until she wanted to scream and rip the damn things up and turn the small print into smaller and smaller print until there was nothing left.


But there was no gainsaying Officer Brophy’s point about the evidence trail. If there was something she could do to keep this from happening again, she had to try—and kick the financial fallout into the middle distance. “Okay,” she said. “You’re right. Let’s go.”


The cop drove her to the hospital in her city-issued Taurus, keeping up a breezy conversation throughout as though she thought Liz needed to be distracted from what had just happened. After the fourth or fifth time Liz called her “Officer Brophy,” she told Liz firmly that her name was Bernadette. Beebee. She had been an officer for seven years, but had only been in Larimer for two of them. Before that her beat was Lincoln-Lemington, on the other side of Negley Run, which she said she missed a lot. “Nicer people there,” she said, “which is not to denigrate, but you know. Sometimes if you live in a shithole the shit sinks into you a little bit.”


At any other time, Liz would have jumped to Larimer’s defense. She liked it here. Liked the urban farm, the shops on Bakery Square, the zoo. Liked walking over the bridge on a Monday evening to the Cineplex where they would pick up the staff discount and then, if she was feeling flush, she’d treat the kids to supper at the Burgatory (best milkshakes in the US!) or Plum Pan.


They had moved here way back when Liz got pregnant for the first time. Marc had hated the new house and the new neighborhood, a serious step down from South Oakland where they had been renting before. “How the hell do you bring a kid up in a place like this?” he had demanded rhetorically, throwing up his hands to indicate the house, the street, the whole damn shooting match.


“You make a home,” Liz told him, with the duh strongly implied. And that was what she had done. Happily, even joyously, one day and one brick at a time.


The police car took a right onto Liberty without slowing down much. “Like rush hour,” Officer Brophy growled. “Where the hell is everyone going at this time of night?”


It felt to Liz like a very fair question.


Her thoughts dipped into the past again, but it was the more recent past this time: the moment when she picked up the bottle and hit it against the kitchen floor. Three times. The violent exhilaration when she pushed it into Marc’s cheek was disturbing enough, but that cold calculation was terrifying. She had smashed the bottle because if she had just swung it against Marc’s face it would have hit with a dull clunk and he would have gone right on throttling her. So she had used the tiled floor to make the bottle fit for purpose. Whatever had been inside her, moving her, had read the situation, found the tools and executed a plan while Liz had been thinking about pharaohs and icebergs and imminent death.


The puppeteer had saved her. But she hoped more than anything in the world that it would never happen again.


A brief, hiccupping whoop from the police car’s siren scattered her thoughts. A car mooching along in front of them pulled quickly to the right, out of their way.


“Sometimes they pretend they don’t see you,” Beebee said. “Can’t make like they didn’t hear.”
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Fran Watts clawed her way up out of a shallow, sweating sleep. Quickly, in a panic, as if she were scaling a ladder and something nasty was right behind her.


She came up fighting, scrambling backward, twisting to bring her legs up and kick her attacker right off the bed onto the floor before he could get a proper grip on her.


It took her a few seconds after that to realize there was no attacker. What she’d kicked was her pillow, on which her laptop had been propped when she fell asleep over her homework. The laptop had landed on top of the pillow, thank God. There would have been seven kinds of hell to pay if she’d broken it after her dad worked two months’ overtime to buy it for her.


A siren. A siren had woken her. Fran blinked sleep-sticky eyes and tried to bring herself into the present, out of a miasma of broken images. In her nightmare she’d been back in the Perry Friendly. Bruno Picota was there too, which wasn’t much of a surprise, but this time he’d shown up as a big, lurching mass of shadow with a knife in every hand. Which was a lot more than two hands.


The mood of the dream was still with her, sliming up the inside of her head. She looked over at the clock, which was a cat with big cartoon eyes that rolled back and forth. It was barely nine o’clock, and she wasn’t due any more meds until eleven. After that, the night yawned, wide and pathless. She had had a nightmare before she had even officially gone to bed, which was a crummy omen for the next eight hours.


In the absence of chemicals, she went for the next best thing. She called out for Jinx, speaking her name in a whisper. Sometimes Jinx sneaked off to her secret den at night, but she always came as soon as Fran called her. Fran didn’t even need to whisper: Jinx heard her just fine if she talked inside her head.


The little fox arrived at once, unfolding from the bottom of the bed as though she had been there all along. She looked immaculate, her fur sleek and groomed, and she was instantly alert. That was just one of the many advantages of being imaginary, Fran thought with a slight twinge of envy.


Jinx had two forms. Mostly she was a regular fox, slightly stylized and childlike but more or less realistic. But when she chose, she could put on her armor, stand up on her hind legs and be Lady Jinx, knight errant and champion of the queen. Seeing Fran distressed, she transformed at once, the armor enveloping her in a swarm of shiny motes before coalescing into its proper shape.


Fran! Jinx clapped a hand to the hilt of her sword and drew it halfway out of its scabbard. What’s the matter? Tell me! The sword was called Oathkeeper, but in Jinx’s high, slightly lisping voice it came out as Oatkipper. It was an enchanted sword. Fran couldn’t remember what it did exactly, and she felt bad asking because it was something she ought to remember, but it was definitely magic.


She also didn’t want to admit that she was yelling for Lady J just on account of another bad dream, so she made something up. “There was a siren out on the street, Jinx. Is everything okay?”


Without hesitation, Jinx sheathed her sword. Sword and armor disappeared again with the same sparkly effect that reminded Fran of a Star Trek teleporter (original series). The fox exited through the open window in a single graceful bound, her huge white-tipped brush whipping from side to side behind her.


Fran rubbed her eyes with the heel of her hand. She sat up, still fuzzed with sleep and with the nightmare-hangover. God, why now? Why did it have to be now? With pre-SATs looming behind a ton of homework and the Indian summer all hot and sticky and Tricia Lopez freezing her all the way down to zero about Scott Tam who she didn’t even like.


Her laptop had moved. It wasn’t in the mess on the floor anymore: it was over on her Ikea desk, propped open with her Attack on Titan screensaver playing. Not a good start. Fran stiffened and braced herself for worse.


Lady J climbed back in through the window.


It was a police car, Jinx said. It went up Penn Avenue.


Fran had known that already, of course. She could tell a police car from an ambulance siren, and either of them from a fire truck. You didn’t grow up in Larimer without getting extensive lessons in siren taxonomy. But it was nice to pretend that Jinx could see things she couldn’t, and go places all on her own. That she was real, in other words. If Jinx was real, then it didn’t matter so much if Bruno Picota was real too. Oathkeeper’s touch was like a burning brand to evil (or something). Jinx could take him.


Even though she was alone in the room, Fran rolled her eyes at her own embarrassing lameness. She had turned sixteen exactly one month earlier and she hadn’t watched Knights of the Woodland Table in almost a decade. She knew it was crazy—the kind of crazy that was not okay—to be clinging to this kiddie stuff in the way she did. But then the nightmares weren’t okay either. Especially if they were going to start coming out again when she was awake. She shot a sideways glance at the desk. The laptop was being all nonchalant and pretending it had never moved at all, but there was no point in pretending.


Very reluctantly, Fran reached up onto the shelf behind the bed and got down her journal. She eyed its anonymous navy-blue cover with disfavor. You again, she thought.


I can take care of that for you, Jinx offered, once more dropping a paw to Oathkeeper’s jeweled grip.


Fran smiled in spite of herself. It was an appealing thought. “I wish, Lady J,” she said. “But I need it in one piece.”


She opened the notebook and grabbed a pen. Had another nightmare, she wrote. About him. He was sort of a spider thing this time, with lots of arms. It was in the evening. I dozed off when I was doing my homework. First time that’s happened in ages. Also, maybe I had a bit of a hallucination right after. Nothing too wild, just I thought my laptop was in one place and then it was somewhere else, but I’m supposed to write everything down so there you go. I was definitely freaking out for a while after I woke up.


Dr. Southern insisted on the journal. He said the meds were all very well in their way, and certainly you couldn’t argue with them if all you were looking for was a symptom-suppressant. But he also said you didn’t get well by suppressing symptoms. You got well by understanding what made you sick in the first place. Hence the journal, which was where Fran was meant to write down all the things that came into her head with a view to panning them with Dr. Southern the next time they met up.


“Panning?” she’d repeated when he used the word the first time. “Like what movie critics do?”


“No, like what gold miners do—or used to do, back in the day. They had a pan with a sort of wire mesh in the bottom, like a sieve. They got handfuls of wet mud from river beds, put it in the pan and shook it out again through the mesh, hoping to find little nuggets of gold in there.”


When Fran pointed out that they weren’t looking for gold, Dr. Southern said they were. He said their gold was the truth. Then he apologized for how corny that was and Fran said yeah, he’d better be sorry.


She closed the journal and put it back on the shelf. She stayed where she was on the bed for a long time, picking at balls of fluff on the crocheted coverlet. Jinx stood guard, respecting her silence and trying not to break it.


The coverlet had nine big squares in nine different colors. It had taken Fran’s mom two years to make it, and she hadn’t quite finished it before she got too sick to sit up. After she died, Fran’s dad, Gil, tied off the loose threads as best he could, but the unfinished corner looked like someone had taken a bite out of it. Fran always put that corner at top left so she would be facing it as she fell asleep. Somehow it made her feel a little bit closer to her mom, as though she might come back some day, pick up her crochet hook and her balls of wool and just take up again where she left off.


Fran’s mom hadn’t had much time for Dr. Southern. “You take what you can get, I suppose,” had been Elsa Watts’ sour verdict on that subject. Meaning that the psychiatric care Fran was receiving came from the legal liability part of Bruno Picota’s medical insurance—a cheap-ass provision written into the small print of a cheap-ass policy. It was part of the settlement after Picota was found guilty of kidnapping and attempted homicide, but it came with strings attached. If Fran wanted to keep getting treated, she had to go to Carroll Way, which was a big walk-in clinic ten blocks south. Dr. Southern came in there twice a week and handled every psychiatric referral they got. There was an actual therapy unit at West Penn Hospital, but the Watts family couldn’t get a piece of that action unless they paid for it themselves. That had been impossible even when Fran’s mom was still alive. It was doubly impossible now that it was only Gil who was earning.


Fran could just cut loose, of course, and wing it with no chemical safety net at all. But her hallucinations came back hard and strong if she went off her meds, and in any case it was a requirement of her staying within the state school system that her condition should be “actively managed”—a typical piece of mental health doubletalk that Gil had duly translated for her.


“Means they’ve got to look as though they’re doing something whether there’s something to do or not.”


“Like they even know what my condition is!” Fran had grumbled. That had been four years ago, when she transferred from Worth Harbor Elementary to Julian C. Barry, and the monthly pilgrimage out to the clinic had started to feel like a heavy injustice.


“It will get better,” her dad had promised her, and it had. She wasn’t on Ritalin anymore and her risperidone prescription was down to a maintenance dose—only half what it had been back in what Dr. Southern called her acute phase. “And given how big you’re growing, that means it’s really about a quarter dose,” Gil had pointed out. “Half the dose spread over twice the body mass. Or maybe three times the body mass, what would you say?” Which of course meant the discussion ended in a pillow fight because every time her dad hinted that she was fat it was Fran’s part to pretend to be furious. In fact, she was skinny and getting skinnier, as though her fervid brain was a wick burning up her body’s fat, but there wasn’t much you could do with that that was funny.


Her dad had been right about things being better. And in a lot of ways, she knew, she was really lucky. She got all her care for free as part of the settlement, and all her meds likewise. That counted for a lot, since Gil’s income was just enough to push him over the Medicaid threshold and his workplace policy didn’t cover mental health. But she had been right too, when she said that Dr. Southern, along with all the other smiley white-coated men she’d had to talk to over the years, hadn’t known what was wrong with her to start with and still didn’t know now. For ten years, the diagnoses had wobbled all over the place. Dr. Southern had read them aloud to her once and more or less admitted that his predecessors had been throwing darts at a medical textbook and writing down every word they hit. Juvenile incipient schizophrenia. Schizoaffective disorder. Early onset paraphrenia. His own approach was to deal with each crisis as it came and hope they were just aftershocks from the big earthquake that had happened all those years before.


The earthquake named Bruno Picota.


Right now, though, Fran realized with a feeling of helpless misery, the tremors were starting up all over again. Without even looking around her, she could feel it happening. The little glitches, the pockets of turbulence in the way things looked and sounded and even smelled.


She couldn’t hide from it. Hiding from it wouldn’t help. She raised her head and stared around the room.


Yeah, there it was. The middle square of the coverlet, which had always been bright red, was gray. Her little statue of a Chinese guy playing a flute, an unlikely souvenir from a vacation trip to New York, had turned into a lady with a fan. The chess position set up on her chest of drawers had gone from an endgame to a starting lineup.


The smell of honeysuckle coming up from next door’s garden was suddenly a smell of roses.


The traffic sounds had faded, as though Lincoln Avenue had backed away from her house in a hurry when it noticed she was listening in.


Worst of all, when she saw her own reflection in the mirror, her thick black hair was standing up in a glorious, untamed Afro instead of the tight braids she had gone to bed with.


It was a lot, especially coming all at once. Fran, who had closed her teeth on her lower lip at some point, tasted blood in her mouth and realized that she had bitten down harder than she had meant to.


Jinx read her anxiety and jumped up on the bed beside her, instantly solicitous. Fran, tell me what to do. Let me help.


“Sorry, Jinx,” Fran muttered. “I’m on my own on this one.”


But that wasn’t strictly true, was it?


Fran had an uncompromisingly realistic sense of her own abilities. She disliked letting other people do things for her that she could do herself, having found out the hard way that people would do everything if she let them. But by the same token, she didn’t kid herself when the odds were against her.


She went downstairs. Jinx tactfully stayed behind. It fazed Fran a little to have her imaginary friend standing around in the background when she was talking to other people. The times when she needed Jinx the most were the times when she was alone.


She found her dad watching a Steelers game on the TV. Gil Watts had his own way of watching football, which was a kind of radically engaged stillness, leaning forward on the couch with a frown of concentration on his face and his bald head shining with sweat as though he was making all those runs and passes himself. Gil loved the Steelers more than almost anything else in the world. He had a ball signed by James Farrior in the living room cabinet next to the photo of Fran’s mom whose frame was also an urn and contained her ashes. He felt that Farrior deserved to be considered the Steelers’ best linebacker of all time, and part of the passion he brought to that argument came from the fact that Farrior, like him, was an African American man born in Chesterfield County, Virginia.


But the sight of his only daughter with blood trickling down her chin like a vampire disturbed in the middle of a meal made the game instantly irrelevant. Gil hit the remote, jumped up and crossed the room to meet her at a stride that was halfway to a run.


He put his hands on her shoulders and leaned in to inspect the damage. “What happened, Frog?” he asked.


“Changes,” Fran told him, lisping a little because her chewed up lip was starting to swell.


Gil winced visibly at the word.


“When? Just now? Up in your room?”


Fran nodded. “And a nightmare too. I fell asleep over my homework and had a real stinker.”


Gil pursed his lips, and the breath he’d been holding came out in a series of barely voiced pops—a habit he had when he was thinking something through and not committing himself to words until he’d found some.


“You want to go over to the clinic?” he asked Fran at last.


Another nod.


“Tomorrow?”


“Wednesday will do. There won’t be anyone there tomorrow.” There would be plenty of people, of course, but Dr. Southern wouldn’t be there and nobody else would be able to help her. Wednesday was one of the doc’s two days at Carroll Way, the other one being Friday: if Fran was lucky she would be able to tack herself onto the end of his appointments for the day.


“So anyway, do you want to hang out for a while?” her father asked her. “Since you’re here.”


“Sure.” Fran tried for an off-hand tone and missed it by a long, long way.


“Play cards.”


“You think you can afford it?”


Gil laughed out loud. “Oh, that’s fighting talk!”


He washed her face first, wiping the sticky blood away very carefully and tenderly as though she was a little kid again. He also painted the cut with a styptic pencil, a weird thing that looked like a stick of chalk and tasted of mint and raw bleach. It was meant to close and disinfect shaving cuts, but Fran had never met anyone other than her dad who used or had even heard of one.


That done, they got down to some serious gin rummy—with Songs of Leonard Cohen, Gil’s favorite album, playing in the background. Fran had the run of the cards, which was far from unusual. In the space of an hour, the burden of Gil’s debt to her rose from thirteen million dollars to seventeen million and a few odd thousands. They always played for reckless stakes.


“You want to go back on the higher dose?” he asked her at one point as he shuffled the deck for the next hand. His tone was carefully neutral. “You’re sure?”


“I think so,” Fran said. “I’ll see what Dr. Southern has got to say.”


Gil remembered the bad old days, presumably better than Fran did since she had been a smiling dingbat for most of them. He believed Dr. Southern was just waiting for the right moment to dose his daughter all the way back to placid imbecility. Fran let him put the blame on Dr. S because she was ashamed of how scared she was of the nightmares and the hallucinations. Ashamed to still have Picota in her head after all this time—a huge, clotted mass of darkness like the gungy stuff in a blocked drain. So much of it, and so concentrated, that it spilled out of her mind and silted up the world with tiny impossibilities.


If the changes were coming back, then she had to inoculate herself against them. She needed to keep things real, even if that meant packing her head with shit and cotton wool. Even if it meant saying goodbye to Jinx for a while. She couldn’t go back to mistrusting the whole world, watching everything out of the corner of her eye in case it became an enemy. If that happened, she was pretty sure she wouldn’t survive.


Risperidone was a lesser evil. The chemical intervention was something she knew and understood. She didn’t remember any too clearly what it had felt like from the inside to be smiling dingbat Fran. But she would go there if she had to.
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As soon as they got to West Penn, before any actual treatment started to happen, Liz’s wounds and the bump on the back of her head were photographed from every angle as evidence in an ongoing case. That was a lot less exciting and TV-movie-forensic than it sounded. Beebee just took the photos with her phone, having activated the time-stamp functions. Then a nurse put seven stitches in the bigger cut and taped a Steroplast strip over the smaller one.


Liz thought they might let her go home after that, but it turned out they were only getting started. They had to X-ray her chest to make sure she didn’t have a pulmonary edema, and they had to take a soft-tissue X-ray of her throat. Then they wheeled her over to another department for an MRI scan. Literally wheeled her: they weren’t going to let her walk anywhere until they’d ruled out concussion and something else called a TBI—an acronym they refused to unpick for her.


“You’re doing okay,” one of the doctors reassured Liz after she asked this question for the third time—as if all she wanted was reassurance as opposed to, say, actual information. “Most of the damage to your throat is just swelling and bruising. Your hyoid, which is a little bone that sits right here under your chin, isn’t broken, and there’s no vertebral fracturing.”


“Lucky me,” Liz said. Her voice came out as a croak. Her throat had started to ache badly in the car and it hurt to talk. The doctor was younger than she was, and she didn’t want to give him a hard time. She did want an answer, though, so she gave it another try. “Look, what’s this TBI? Please. Inquiring minds want to know.” She smiled to take the edge off the insistence.


“It’s a complication we see sometimes in cases like this,” the doctor said. “Brain-related. It’s not common, though. It would depend on how long your husband was actually applying pressure to your throat.”


“Ex-husband.”


“Ex-husband, sorry. Anyway, with strangulation there are a whole lot of collateral conditions we have to test for. I mean, even if we’re pretty certain that everything’s okay. There was a case last year where a man was discharged from hospital after a manual strangulation attack and he died a week later. That was because he got a heart attack, but the brain damage from the throttling brought it on.” The doctor seemed to regret sharing this little anecdote as soon as it was out of his mouth. “Not that that’s going to happen to you,” he added hastily. “The odds are way, way long.”


Never play the odds, a friend had told Liz once. Go into everything expecting the worst. Owning it like you already bought it. That way you had no beef and no regrets.


“So I’m guessing the B in TBI stands for brain.”


“Yes, it does,” the doctor admitted.


“And the T? Terrible? Traumatic? Tangerine-flavored? Just give me a clue.”


“Traumatic, yes. Traumatic brain injury. But again, Ms. Kendall, you’re not at risk. That guy I mentioned was in his sixties. You’re clear on the MRI scan. Nothing weird in your tissue densities, no edematous masses. So unless you’ve got any reason to think you might have a brain injury …”


Liz hesitated. She didn’t want to say it. She could imagine how it would sound if a lawyer stood up in court and read it aloud. But maybe what she had experienced was an obvious symptom of a known condition. Maybe if she didn’t speak up it would happen again. Keep on happening. Get worse. Maybe she’d lose her mind and never get it back.


“There was one thing,” she said in the same ridiculous croak. “I mean, there might have been something.”


She did her best to describe how she had felt when her hand picked up the vinegar bottle and hit out with it. As though she was watching it happen rather than deciding on it and controlling it.


She had been in a band once. Briefly, in her early twenties. If anything, it had felt just a little bit like that: like the displacement you got when you were playing and everything flowed so seamlessly you kind of became a machine, the movement of your fingers on the strings like something flowing into you instead of out. Like you were a receiver, picking up whatever was out there. This had been like that, only without the euphoria.


The doctor heard her out, nodding from time to time to show he got it. He was professionally interested, but not alarmed.


“That doesn’t sound like any kind of brain damage I ever heard of,” he assured her. “Well, some kinds of right-hemisphere lesion maybe, but nothing you could get from choking or concussion. Has it recurred since?”


“No.”


“There you go then. Trauma artifact, for sure.”


The doctor asked her a few more questions. Had she ever experienced anything like this before? Did she have any sense right now that her feelings or her thoughts were not her own? Was there any residual tingling or numbness or paralysis of any part of her body? No, no and no, Liz told him.


“I think you’re fine in that case. But I’ll mark it up on your file. If the condition recurs, you should come in and maybe have a psych evaluation.”


“Sure,” Liz said, slightly reassured. “I will.” That sounded like a good thing to do, if it didn’t turn out to be an exclusion on her insurance. If Carroll Way did psych screenings. And if the bill for tonight turned out to be less than an arm and a leg. Which meant she definitely wouldn’t be doing it because who was she kidding? The only treatment she could afford was crossing her fingers and hoping for the best.


They still weren’t done. A male nurse took her on another wheelchair outing to yet another department where she was given a laryngoscopy. This was probably the most physically uncomfortable procedure out of all of them: in spite of the topical anesthetic they sprayed down her throat, she could still feel the optical filament scratching down there and the sensation gave her an unexpected surge of panic. She almost jumped up off the table, but a hand grabbed hold of hers and squeezed at just the right moment and she was able to keep it together.


The hand turned out to belong to Beebee. Liz was amazed to discover that the policewoman was still around. “Don’t you have crimes to solve?” she wheezed. “I’m grateful, but I don’t want to get you in trouble.”


Beebee shrugged. “I wanted to make sure you were okay,” she said. “Plus I didn’t take your statement yet, and I didn’t want to do it while you still sounded like Darth Vader choking on a peanut. But we can totally book another time, if you’re not up to it.”


“I can talk,” Liz said.


“Okay.” Beebee got out a tiny device that looked like a BIC lighter but turned out to be a voice recorder. She clicked it on. “Let’s start with tonight and work backward. What time did your ex-husband roll up?”


Liz described the whole encounter concisely but fully. There wasn’t all that much to tell. The only hard question was what specifically she had said to make Marc lose it. She found to her embarrassment that she couldn’t remember. “When he’s in that mood, it seems to make him mad that I’m talking at all. Like, I should just say, ‘Yes, Marc,’ and leave it at that. When we lived together, I’d sometimes go hours and hours without saying a thing.”


“Candidly,” Beebee said, “that sounds fucked up.”


“Yeah,” Liz agreed. “Hence, you know, ex-husband.”


“But it took you a while to get to that point?”


Liz sighed. The breath caught painfully in her bruised throat. “It took me sixteen years. That’s how long we were married.”


“And he was like that the whole time?”


“No, it happened gradually. He was different when we were … you know. Courting. He could be an asshole at times, but everyone has their moments, right? And the rest of the time he was really sweet and attentive. Maybe a little controlling, but to be honest I had a hard time telling that from the attentiveness. The one thing kind of merged into the other. Like, he was interested in everything I did, which was nice, but he also had an opinion on everything I did, and sometimes it was that I should stop. I gave in too easily. I always do, I guess. And by the time I realized it was a pattern, it was hard to break out of it.”


There was so much buried in that bald summary. When she first met Marc, she had still been the guitarist in a band called the Sideways Smile. They were only starting out, working bars and student venues, and music was much more of a hobby for her than a career, but still it had been a really important part of her life. Guernica, the band’s lead singer, had been Liz’s first and only girlfriend, an experiment that hadn’t worked out at all but had still been earthshaking at the time. She was also the friend who had given Liz that piece of wisdom about owning the odds.


Marc didn’t get punk rock, and he didn’t like the rest of the band. Guernica, Villette and Jo hadn’t liked him much either, and somehow between their strong antagonisms Liz had lost track of what she herself wanted and settled for what seemed to be the lesser evil. She had stopped doing gigs.


It wasn’t the first surrender, or the last, but somehow it was the one that stood out. It was the first time Liz gave up something that turned out to have been a part of her own identity. A lot of surprising things faded away along with that punk rock persona: her self-confidence, her sense of humor, even part of her sex drive. The aggressive, unruly part.


On the other hand … the day she hocked her Fender American Standard with its customized V-shaped headstock so she could buy a crib and a playpen for her soon-to-be-incoming son, she realized that her center of gravity had shifted in any case. She hoped she would play again someday: she had kept her battered amp (nobody would have bought it anyway), her crappy little electronic tuner and the embroidered strap Guernica had made for her. But her attention for the time being was with the little jelly bean growing inside her. The jelly bean needed her in a way that rock and roll probably didn’t.


“So your husband was psychologically abusive,” Beebee summed up. “Did that ever turn physical?”


“Not then,” Liz said. “But when we’d been together about five years—after I had Zac—he lost his job at Westinghouse. That was when the rot set in, I guess. He had this idea about setting up his own business. Kind of a courier thing, with bikes. Only you could also rent the bikes, so even if he wasn’t carrying a lot of messages he could still make money. But he never managed to get a start-up loan. He’d spend weeks and weeks doing a business plan, then take it into a bank without an appointment and just sit there all day, asking if one of the managers would talk to him. Then he’d bring all the papers home again, burn them in the back yard and start over. It all … everything … just made him madder and madder.”


It wasn’t even close to being an adequate explanation. But even if she had a million words, Liz knew she still wouldn’t be able to fill in the blanks. In the end there was no explanation. No way to build a bridge between the good times and the bad.


In the good times, they had sat curled up together on a secondhand sofa, watching old movies and inventing new dialogue for them, giggling like kids. Before that, when he was still a secret from Liz’s parents, they met up at cheap motels (the cheapest they could find) for sex that felt thrillingly illicit rather than grubbily compromised. God, she had been so horny that first year—and before it, come to that. But never after.


Later on, it was Marc who cut Zac’s cord, at the midwife’s invitation, and laid his newborn son reverently on Liz’s chest to take his first meal.


After Molly was born, all four of them would spend Sunday mornings at their tiny garden plot next to the urban farm. Until she could walk, Molly sat in a papoose strapped to Marc’s back, good as gold while they worked. When she could walk and talk, she joined them, singing “I help you!” as she waddled around the tiny plot of ground with a tablespoon to use as a trowel.


The change was probably gradual, but it seemed in retrospect to have hit as suddenly as a traffic accident. Marc stopped playing with the kids. Embargoed the garden plot. Had no time for movie nights. He would spend his evenings sitting and staring at nothing, his head tilted back as though all his failures were piled up in front of him so high he couldn’t see over the top of them. Liz couldn’t bear to see him like that. She had tried to help, to comfort him, and that had been the wrong move. So, so wrong. It gave him something closer to concentrate his bitterness on: something he could actually reach out and touch.


He had reached out and touched her in ways she had not seen coming.


In their last months together, things had got to the point where just seeing her, just having her be in the same room with him, was a trigger. There was enough anger there to keep him filled up constantly: every outburst emptied him, exhausted him, but only for a little while. He’d cry and say he was sorry, and Liz would cry and forgive him. And then he’d start building up to the next one.


And at the same time, Liz had been reaching a point where all her arguments for staying with him failed her, one by one.


He’ll come out on the other side of this. But he never would. Once you give yourself permission to treat the person you’re supposed to love like shit on your shoe, you don’t ever rescind that permission. The more you do it, the more momentum you seem to get from having done it before. The benchmark keeps moving further and further, and there isn’t any end point except the obvious one.


If you love him, you’ve got to see him through the bad times. But the bad times were bad for both of them, and part of Marc’s sickness was claiming all the grievance for himself. That didn’t leave a role for her except as one of the things that were turning out bad.


We’ve got to stay together for the children’s sake. That one was the last to go, but it went at last on the night when he dragged Molly upstairs by her arm and shut her in her room because she was playing too loud and he couldn’t think straight. Liz could have borne anything if the kids were okay, but the kids needed to be saved from Marc too. Zac in particular needed to be saved from his influence, from having that poisonous macho pantomime in his line of sight every day of his life until it sank into his soul and curdled him like milk.


“Did you file for full custody?” Beebee asked. She was sticking to the procedural stuff, steering clear of the barbed wire entanglements of old feelings.


“I did,” Liz said. “Yeah. And there was sort of a history. Hospital visits. Times when neighbors called 911. Times when he’d left marks on me. There was an evidence trail, you know? But Marc is … He’s plausible. Likeable, even. And his sister paid for him to get a decent lawyer whereas I had court-appointed counsel and he didn’t read up on anything before the day. A lot of the statements and evidence I’d collected got disallowed, and the judge decided that the kids needed a dad as well as a mom. So …”


“So you’ve lived with this bullshit ever since.”


“Exactly. Well, no, it’s mostly been okay. He gets Zac and Molly two weekends a month, and he seems to try his best to give them a good time when they’re with him. And he met someone, a woman named Jamie Langdon. I think she’s been good for him. She makes jewelry. And she’s studying web development at CCAC. She’s in her second year.”


“That’s great,” said Beebee noncommittally. Liz realized she had gone without a break from talking about her own life to talking about Marc’s. When they were together she had done that all the time, as though she was the starting act and he was the main event. This wasn’t something she could blame Marc for, it was a fault line in her—an instinct for surrendering to a more powerful personality that was probably part of what had drawn her to him in the first place.


And yet, with other boyfriends, she had been confident. Had taken control and shown them what she wanted. And punk rock Liz, Sideways Smile Liz … well, she hadn’t taken any shit from anyone. Where had that gone? It was as though Liz had had the potential to be someone else entirely. Then Marc had come along and locked into place in her life, in her mind, as if he belonged there. But in so many ways he was a piece from out of the wrong jigsaw.


“I think I wore you out,” Beebee said into the lengthening silence. “I’m gonna leave it there for now, and maybe come back to you with another round of questions after I’ve put your statement up next to your ex-husband’s and measured the gaps. Not that I think his story will make a difference to the legal situation, but you know. We have to talk to all sides.”


“I understand.”


“I’m happy to stick around a while longer if you want me to. I mean, if it would make you feel safer.”


“No,” Liz said. “I’m fine, Officer Brophy. Thank you for everything.”


Beebee tore off a sheet of paper from somewhere, wrote a number on it and handed it to Liz. “It’s Beebee,” she reminded her. “The first number there is my personal cell and the other one is the number for the precinct. If your husband comes back around, just give us a call. If you even see him in the neighborhood, call me or call the department—either way works. He’ll make bail, I have no doubt, but that doesn’t mean you’ve got to be scared the whole time in case he turns up for round two.”


“Thanks,” Liz said, meaning it. “Thank you, Beebee.”


Officer Brophy took her leave. Liz was hoping to get away herself now, but there was another long hiatus while the hospital’s pharmacy rustled up the meds she had been prescribed, which were mostly painkillers and anti-inflammatories plus a foil pack of temazepam in case either physical discomfort or stress gave her insomnia. She took the opportunity to call Zac, with a pang of guilt because she’d left it so late.


He was fine, he told her, and so was Molly. They had spent the evening upstairs, first of all having dinner with Vesh and Pete and then watching what Zac called “a really, really super-old movie” with them. It turned out to be Strike Up the Band.


“Well, you know, gay guys and Judy Garland …” Liz commented.


“Who’s Judy Garland?”


“I never felt like I neglected you until now, Zachary. We’ll have a Judy Garland season next week. Wizard of Oz. Babes on Broadway. Meet Me in St. Louis. We can eat dinner in front of the TV for a few nights for the sake of culture. Is Molly still awake?”


“No. I put her to bed at ten. That’s way late for her. She’s gonna be wiped in the morning.”


“I know. If she’s too tired to get out of bed, I’ll take her into school a little later. I’m not starting my shift until noon. What about you?”


“I’m fine.” A pause. “Mom, we can’t keep doing this. Dad’s an asshole and I don’t want to stay with him anymore.”


Liz hesitated, somewhat conflicted. She had tried hard never to criticize Marc in front of the kids, separately or together. But it felt like that ship had finally sailed. “I don’t want that either, Zac,” she said. “Whenever you’re over there I count the minutes until you’re back with me. I’m worried the whole time in case he …” She tried to find a way of saying it that didn’t sound melodramatic.


“He never touches us. It’s just the things he says. The way he is. Even Jamie sees it. She spends half the time apologizing for him and the other half telling him to shut up.”


Liz contemplated that sentence, amazed and chagrined. Her own conversations with Marc had never gotten close to such a frank exchange of views. Jamie must have something she didn’t. Balls, maybe. Or self-respect.


“We’ll have to see what happens in court,” she said. “Maybe you’ll see less of him now.”


Especially if he does time for assault.


“Can I talk? In court, I mean? Can I say what I think of him?” Her instincts recoiled from that proposition. Even if Marc’s rights of access were curtailed, there was no way of cutting him out of their lives altogether. And say what I think of him sounded kind of irrevocable.


“I don’t know,” she temporized. “I’ll ask. But most likely it will just be about what happened tonight.”


“It should be about everything. It should be about us as a family.” She could tell by Zac’s tone that the us in that sentence took in himself, his sister and her and left Marc and Jamie off somewhere else. She was a little ashamed of how happy that made her. Whatever Marc had done to her, Jamie seemed to be a sweet girl and it sounded like she was fighting the kids’ corner when it needed to be fought. She didn’t deserve to be landed in the middle of all this.


“We’ll be a family no matter what happens,” she promised. “I love you, Zac.”


“Love you, Mom.”


“I’ll be home soon. But don’t stay up.”


“I am definitely staying up,” he told her.


But when she finally got in at around 11:30—having taken two buses, because it turned out they only let you ride in an ambulance if you actually needed one and not having the cab fare didn’t count as a reason—he was asleep on the sofa in the family room. She tiptoed past without waking him, then tiptoed back to put a blanket over him and woke him anyway.


“Hey, Mom,” he murmured, rubbing the sleep out of his eyes in a way that made him look much younger than his sixteen years.


“Hey. You look like mice made a nest in your hair then moved to a better neighborhood.”


Zac grinned reluctantly. He had never been able to resist the challenge of a yo mama contest with his actual mom. “You look like someone scooped out your face with an ice cream scoop, turned it upside down and put it back in,” he riposted. Then he said, “I want to know what happened. All of it.”


So she told him, speaking very low so as not to wake Molly. He held her hand while she talked, and after she’d finished they hugged for a long time, their foreheads touching.


“You remember that story you told us?” he asked her. “About when you were in the band, and you bought that crazy effects unit?”


Liz had to think for a moment. More recent memories loomed large enough to blot out everything else. She laughed when she remembered. “The Strange Device,” she said. “Sure.”


What made that a story was that the Strange Device had been given to her by a devoted fan who said it would revolutionize her playing. It was suitcase-sized and opened like a cupboard. Inside it were four foot-pedals that could be locked down by stepping on them once and released again with another tap of the foot. There were also lights around the edge of the case that pulsed rhythmically whenever the damn thing was turned on. The effects were awful, but Liz had carted the stupid thing from venue to venue and displayed it prominently onstage because the guy who gave it to her was sure to come and see the Sideways Smile play at least one gig in three. She just couldn’t bear to break his heart.


“You said you nearly got a hernia carrying that box around,” Zac reminded her.


“It’s true. It weighed a ton. Are you drawing an analogy here, Zac?”


“I guess I am.”


“About the overuse of electronic effects in rock music?”


“About ditching something if it’s doing you no good and even hurting you.”


He was staring at her very hard and very seriously. She leaned in and kissed him on the forehead. “Your dad’s not going to hurt me again,” she told him. “I won’t let him. You’ve got my word on that.”


“Okay.”


“Okay then. Go. Sleep. You’ll be a zombie in the morning.”


“I love you, Mom.”


“And I love you,” Liz said. “You and Moll are my whole world.” It was the simple truth. There was nothing she wouldn’t do to keep them safe and to keep them together.


Zac went off to bed at last, visibly staggering, and Liz went into the kitchen to clear up the mess there. Zac had picked up all the fallen groceries, but he was deathly squeamish and hadn’t even attempted to tackle the bloodstains on the floor or the furniture. Seeing them again now brought the whole experience back to Liz with terrifying clarity. The feeling of being a passive observer of her own body, forced into the passenger seat as it moved of its own accord.


Was she going mad? Or just trying to duck the responsibility for what she’d done? But that made no sense because she didn’t regret it. She was absolutely certain she would be dead now if she hadn’t hit back at Marc when she did. She couldn’t conceive which part of her had found the strength to resist him, but she wasn’t trying to get any distance from it. God, she wished it had shown itself sooner. A whole lot of bad shit might never have happened.


But then again, neither would Zac and Molly. Whatever she thought of the choices she made, they were the counterbalance that kept her from wishing for what might have been. Any world that didn’t have them in it wasn’t worth living in.
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The second time was different.


Liz had been afraid at first, and very much on her guard, but three weeks of business as usual had disarmed her fears. Her cuts had healed nicely. Beebee had called to say that the police were pressing charges of assault against Marc. He was remanded on a bail bond of twenty thousand dollars, the money having been posted by one J. Langdon.


Jamie. Standing by her man.


The next day, Liz had gone down to the precinct building to review her statement with a lawyer named Jeremy Naylor, who worked in the county attorney’s office. She was amazed at how young Naylor looked: he had peach fuzz hair and the baby face of an innocent untouched by the world. But his questions showed a keen mind applying itself with complete concentration to a congenial task. When they were done, he said he would have a court date arranged by the end of the week.


That was the good news. He proceeded to give her the bad. “There’s no way we’ll be on the docket before October, Ms. Kendall, and that’s optimistic. I don’t like the thought of your ex-husband having ready access to you all that time. I think we should apply for a TRO—that’s kind of an interim restraint order, issued on the basis of perceived risk. It’s a long shot. The defense will argue that it’s prejudicial, which, you know, they will have a valid point. But I’d like to give it a try all the same. For the sake of your peace of mind, and mine. Can you be free at short notice this week or next week? This will be a motion in judge’s chambers, and it will mostly be based on the police paperwork, but you might still have to go in and talk about your past history with Marc if the judge asks for specifics.”


Liz said yes, she could get the time off work. She would take it unpaid if she had to.


She went home feeling like her life was getting back on the rails. The doctor at West Penn had been right after all: everything that had happened had been a side effect of the assault she had suffered. A trauma artifact, as he put it. So long as she avoided being throttled and slammed into tiled floors, there was no reason it should ever happen to her again.


Everything was looking up. The weather had stayed fine. Molly had gone four whole weeks without an asthma attack. All three of them had watched The Wizard of Oz and the kids had been enthralled. True, Liz had had to work fourteen hours’ worth of overtime to pay what she owed for her medical bills, but in her upbeat mood that had mostly been enjoyable. “I don’t understand how you can smile like that when you’re working the concessions stand,” her colleague Bella had marveled. “You know you’re gonna smell like burgers and fries all day, right?”


“Absolutely,” Liz shot back. “And guys go crazy for that smell. I’ll be getting more action than I can handle.” She picked up a lettuce leaf from the fixings tray and rubbed it behind her ears. “There. That should bring the vegetarians to the yard too.”


Bella guffawed and lowered the bar still further with a joke about why vegans give the best head. When Nora DoSanto, their supervisor, came by a few minutes later, she had to tell them to dial down the smut out of respect for the Pixar movie that was showing in screen three.


“Sorry, Nora,” Liz said, still giggling.


“Sorry, boss,” Bella echoed.


Liz felt like she was waking up after a long, troubled sleep. She even went back to doing the occasional volunteer shift at Serve the Homeless, which she’d stopped the previous spring when money and time were too tight and somehow never started again. She was back in the world, and the world made sense.


Then, like lightning out of a clear sky, she had another attack—and it was worse than the first.


It was a weekday morning, so Liz was dropping Zac and Molly off at school. Zac hit the ground running, taking off with a hurried “Bye, Mom!” as soon as she pulled up outside Julian C. Barry. No hugs or kisses. Public displays of affection with parents were kryptonite for teens, as Liz well knew.


At Worth Harbor, though, she took her time like always. She got to use one of the two disabled spaces right next to the front gate on account of Molly’s chest. The alternative was to park round the back of the school, which was a long trek for Moll at the start of the day.


She walked Molly to the steps and knelt to give her a hug which was enthusiastically returned.


“You be good,” she told Molly.


“I’ll be very good,” Molly said with her usual banner headline emphasis, “and get a star.”


“Well, that would be great,” Liz said. “But regular good is also fine. Nobody gets a star every day, kiddo.”


“Bye, Mommy.”


“Bye, baby.”


Molly jog-trotted into the school. In spite of her condition, she never seemed to be content with just walking. Wherever she was going, she made sure she got there fast.


When Liz got back to her car, she found herself boxed in. Someone had parked a big black SUV side-on in front of both disabled spots. Liz waited a while, then finally went off in search of the driver, trying to repress a feeling of exasperation. Her shift at the cinema didn’t start for another three hours, but she had a ton of stuff to do before then, including the week’s grocery shopping.


Mrs. Hannah at reception did everything she could, which was basically to give a shout-out over the PA system to the car’s owner, asking for them to come back and move it. Liz thanked her and went back outside.


The car was still there. Two women were standing next to it, talking in a very relaxed way as though they were there for the long haul. Liz walked up to them.


“Hi,” she said. “Is this your car?”


The nearer of the two women turned and looked her over. Liz felt a little bit intimidated by that cool glance. The woman was a head taller than her, broad-built and statuesque. Her blonde hair had a sheen to it, as did the blue satin jumpsuit she was wearing. In fact, she was all-over glossy, as was her car.
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