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Edie was huddled in the windowed alcove in
Humanities Room 12, her knees drawn up to her chin, pale hands
clutching the ream of paper that was her latest novel. Her voice
was thick with the drawl of her native Alabama, and when she read
aloud from her story of dueling Russian aristocrats, she sounded
painfully absurd. But even more peculiar was the fact that Edie
read by moonlight alone. She'd insisted that Professor Casey turn
off the classroom's fluorescent lighting, explaining that the
wistful tone of her book would be best conveyed in a darkened
space.

Edie had picked chapter twenty-four to read
to the class. That's where the heroine discovers that the seemingly
benevolent man she has struggled to save from destruction -- the
man she loves -- is actually the story's villain. "Anya dropped to
the palace floor and wept," Edie read. "Her efforts had proved what
a fool she was. Her heart had deluded her."

Jonathan, Edie's boyfriend of three months,
sat in the sixth row of Humanities Room 12. He wasn't particularly
interested in Edie's story, but more with the manner in which she
was telling it. Jonathan marveled at the ease with which Edie read
by moonlight. She was comfortable in the dark. Jonathan knew this
more than anyone.

"Nicolai was a devil among wicked men, and
Anya had been blind to his confederacy with the tsar." Edie looked
up at her classmates. "It was Anya who had transformed Nicolai from
pauper to prince -- and in return, he had ruined her."

Jonathan could swear that Edie's voice shook
as she spoke. And Edie's voice didn't shake unless she wanted it
to. She was a born dramatist. She knew that false emotions could
play a solid game. And so she cried when it suited her. And she
trembled and shook when the situation called for such a hammy
display.

"Ruined," Edie went on.
"Anya could hardly believe it. She was a broken woman, spoiled by a
cruel and calculating scoundrel. A man, she thought. In the end, she
would not have a grand death at the feet of Our Lord -- she would
come to a pitiful shriveling end orchestrated by God's most
malignant creation. Anya would fall because of a
man."

There was applause. Jonathan kept his hands
in his lap. He'd missed the last few lines, but apparently they
were good enough to merit a standing ovation. Edie bowed, curtsied,
and entertained a few questions before Professor Casey thanked her
for a heartbreaking rendition of a heartbreaking chapter from her
heartbreaking novel. "It's simply heartbreaking," he said.

Jonathan watched Edie
return to her seat in the third row. Two students pat her on the
back. Another mussed her hair. Edie covered her face in mock
embarrassment and giggled through her fingers, soaking the
seemingly limitless adoration right down to the collagen of her
bones. Jonathan looked away. I'm familiar with Anya, he thought.
Anya and her little palace in Leningrad or whatever frozen gray
township she's holed up in. I know Anya from the inside out: Anya
the Coward. Anya the Weak. Anya the Silent.

"You're up, Jonathan," Professor Casey called
from his podium. "What will you be treating us to this
evening?"

Jonathan rose awkwardly from his chair. He
was aware of his classmates staring at him. He thought he heard one
of them sniff. As he descended the stairs to the front of the room,
he spotted Edie reading her own material, an impossibly wide smile
on her face. She didn't look up. Not once.

"Jonathan? You with us?"

Professor Casey raised an eyebrow and waited
patiently for what this seemingly catatonic young man had to say.
The students had the decency to feign a modicum of interest. But
the same could not be said of Edie, who was appreciating herself in
a compact mirror and applying generous amounts of gloss to the lips
that Jonathan hadn't kissed in days.

"I'm fine," Jonathan said to the professor.
"I'm ready."

"And what's the catch of the day? Another one
of your clever haikus?"



Someone snickered. Gum smacked. A bottle
rolled to the front of the room and clinked against the podium.
"No," said Jonathan.

"A short story, then?"

"It's not like that." Jonathan crossed his
arms. "Turn off the lights, please?"

There was a collective murmur, and though his
eyes were pointed directly at his shoes, Jonathan knew -- he was
certain -- that Edie was looking at him now.

Professor Casey killed the lights and a chill
snaked its way from the small of Jonathan's back to the nape of his
neck, raising the small hairs that had congregated there over the
years. The last time he'd felt that chill, he'd found Edie, drunk,
her five-foot frame crumpled in the dorm's stairwell. In her open
hand was the broken snout of a long-neck beer bottle. She'd been
slicing her arms with it.

Edie had looked up at Jonathan with dead
eyes. "Do you know what I've done, Jon?"

"Yes."

"Do you know why? Do you know what's wrong
with me?"

Edie's voice hadn't been real, but ghostly
and distant, as if she were calling to Jonathan from behind the
walls. He hadn't known the answer to her questions. And when he'd
looked at her, empty, responding only with a stupid look on his
face, she'd understood that he couldn't help her. And that had made
her angry.

Jonathan's night vision kicked in. He looked
up at the class, and yes, Edie was looking back at him. A pen was
wedged beneath her upper lip, her mouth slightly open, her notebook
slipping quietly from her lap. Jonathan met her eyes, and he
began.

"What if I told you that you're going to die
tonight. All of you. And that you should start praying now because
your death is unavoidable." He paused for dramatic effect. Learned
it from the best.

"You see a stray dog at the side of the road,
starving. You go to him, and he nudges you and he licks your hand.
And you fall hard. Hook, line, and sinker. You take that pup
straight home without a second thought." He had their attention,
and that was good. But he only really cared about one of them. He
made eye contact again and yes, sure enough, his beautiful girl was
still along for the ride.

Edie had been harmed as a child. Poked and
prodded by a stepfather who treated her like a new plaything. Poked
and prodded, fondled and pecked. All the things that aren't
supposed to be done to five-year-old girls. The stepfather had died
in a car wreck when Edie was ten, so only then did the secret
trysts stop. And Edie had kept it hidden for years -- that is,
until she'd met Jonathan. When Jonathan had come around, Edie had
found herself a big fat shoulder to cry on. And Jonathan, poor
Jonathan, just couldn't resist.

Somewhere out in the cascading rows of
plastic chairs, a piece of paper was crumpled. Jonathan ignored it.
"And after you nurture that dog, after you place it by the fire to
dry off -- after you feed it and clean it and nurse it back to
health...after all of that, it forgets. It bites you in
return."

"I came back to the dorm one night after --"
A pencil snapped. "After shooting some pool with friends. She was
in my room, in the dark, waiting." He turned to Edie. "She hit
me."

Professor Casey chortled. Jonathan shot him a
glance. "A bunch of times. I didn't hit back, didn't even defend
myself. Just stood there. Taking it. She punched me in the ribs,
shoulders, bloodied my lip. Then she grabbed me by the throat. And
I did nothing."

Anya the Weak. Anya the Coward.

"She said, 'You're gonna die tonight, Jon.
Start praying 'cuz this is it.' All week she'd been treating me
like a king, and then -- something crawled up her ass and she was
off to the races." Jonathan smiled, shifted his feet. "Not for lack
of trying, but...I couldn't fix her. Couldn't save her. And well, I
guess that meant I was part of the problem."

Jonathan carefully pulled his shirt over his
head, then motioned for Professor Casey to turn on the lights. If
the students reacted to what they saw, Jonathan didn't hear it. He
had disconnected from his battered body. The torso checkered with
blues, purples, and yellows. The lacerations on his triceps. The
scabrous abrasions around his neck. The flesh seeming to contort
and contract, as though his innards were fighting to return to
their normal place.

Across the campus, the giant clock began to
chime. 9pm. Class dismissed.

But no one moved. The only sound was a faint
whimper. Edie, of course. Jonathan didn't have to look at her to
know that. He reached for his shirt. He would simply walk out of
the room, quietly. Professor Casey would fail him, but that didn't
matter much. Not now, anyway.

Notebook paper rose into the air like a
mushroom cloud as Edie charged down the aisle. She took one last
look at Jonathan -- a look that exposed so much pain in so many
ways -- then tore through the doorway and disappeared.

Jonathan swept his eyes
across the students' faces. "I know Anya," he said to them. Then he
laughed. A laugh that couldn't be helped. "I am Anya."

Jonathan gathered his things and left.
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