Shades of Grey

***

Once, long ago, she failed to remember that fairy tales didn't last forever.

"Happily Ever After" doesn't really cover what happens when someone burns the soup or spends too much time with the financial records.  And so one day, Stephanie turned her head and looked at his face in just the right way.  The roof was dark and slightly cold, November's might finally settling in between the glass and steel.

"Anywhere but here."  Alvin jumps at her words, even though the voice had been pitched low.  He doesn't expect her to be there, even after all this time.  But he'd played this game with her before.

"Somewhere warm.  With a mystery novel and lots of popcorn."

And she nodded because that was what he'd say.  He was warmth and popcorn and that slight hint of leather that every library had.  His nose and lips and eyes were all soft and careful and loyal.  So loyal.

Hers didn't.

"British Virgin Islands.  Drink with an umbrella and you in swim trunks."  Because that was her.

He'd smiled, eyes never leaving the deserted warehouse below.  That was him too.  Even if he was picturing her in a bikini.  Because he was.  He may be leather and warmth and responsibility, but he was boy too.  But even that was only a matter of time, and like this situation and this job, he was persistent.  He clung.

He would cling.  Because that was his way.

Unable to face that, she turned and looked out at the city.  Yards of purple fabric swung and settled, blocking the biting wind and delaying the inevitable.  Or maybe holding it tight within her.

"We should go."  She felt him jump again.  But she knew he wouldn't turn to her.  He wouldn't turn and look at her and see... sunlight.  "Somewhere warm.  Swim trunks, bikini, drinks.  I bet we could go if we asked."  Because we have to ask, she didn't say.

"Sure," he said, still watching the building.  Eyes intent and focused, he adjusted a dial, almost without thought.  "We should go."

Behind him, cape flapping and eyes stinging from the wind (it really was the wind) she followed the skyline and nodded.  "We should."

***

"Are you new?" she asked the boy next to her, three days later.  It was a stupid question, but there were things people said when certain situations presented themselves, and when the desk that is next to yours is suddenly occupied after months of not being so, you ask the question and pretend to look interested.  Because that was what happened in school during daylight hours.

"Yes," he said, because that's what he's supposed say.  Tired of the ritual already, even though it's only second period.  And you both nod.

"I'm Stephanie.  Stephanie Brown."  She says and immediately hopes that he isn't a Bond fan.  But her luck holds and he merely nods his head and flips open a battered notebook with guitars and bands names all over it before responding.

"Jake Freidman."

She nods, continuing the ritual by opening her book and pointing at the day's history lesson.  She'd finished reading about how John Adams had been a lawyer and that his wife had written him every day of their separation the night before while listening to the crunch and thumping of bone and flesh.  It's written that "the pen is mightier than the sword".  Briefly, she wonders what this boy next to her, this Jake Freidman, would think if he knew that John and Abigail and Batgirl and Robin could all be in the same room.

She thinks that maybe she needs to stop doing her homework in costume.

"We're still in the early stages of the American Revolution."  He nods again, knowing that he needs to ask, and hating that this routine is here for a reason.  She wonders if their heads will fall off from all the nodding.

"Can I...-" he begins, resigning himself again.  Just another in a series of compromises forced upon him by the shifting winds of parental relocation.  Never mind that this new place isn't something he wanted.  Or if it is, that knowledge doesn't help make this first day easier.  And she knows that feeling.  Oh yes, she does.

"Look off my book today because you don't have one yet?  Sure."  And she scoots her desk just that much closer, so that if he needs to, he can see.

He smiles, finally.  It’s a nice smile.  One that speaks of MTV2 and garage bands and teen angst and movies.  It resonates on something tinny and small within her.  A feeling, or maybe a ghost of a feeling that's yet to be.  That's it.  It's a Dickens of a feeling.  And she needs to stop talking to Nightwing.

Together, they turn and watch as the teacher comes back from the hall, trailing students, and before Mr. Hardy can pick up his chalk and pontificate on the virtues and excesses of a world two-hundred years gone, Jake leans over and whispers something that will make pieces of her ache for days, though she doesn't quite know why.

"Thanks, Brown.  Hey, you ever met Batman?"

***

Watching Batgirl spar is like watching a Jackie Chan film.  The difference being that when Jackie goes splat, there's an ambulance and bandages and hospital time waiting for him.

Batgirl just doesn't go splat.

No, that's not right, Stephanie thinks.  If she gets hit, she just keeps going, because she doesn't know how to stop.  From her corner with her books and papers, Stephanie watches, absorbed in the dance and parry that is at once beautiful and horrid.

It's winter now, and things both mundane and violent have slowed, frozen under piles of snow and slush.  Drug dealers have better things to do at night then stand on street corners, especially in Batman’s city.  He’s made a difference here.  The crime rate is still astronomical, but not so high.  At least that’s what Barbara, who is not Babs, says.  When she feels like talking.

When Stephanie thinks about it, she thinks that maybe Barbara doesn’t like her very much.  And when she lets it really bother her, she sometimes wonders why.

But she isn’t thinking about Barbara.  No, right now she’s thinking about Batgirl and the pulp that used to be a workout dummy.  And how much lab reports suck.

It’s Organic Chemistry and Algebra tonight.  Little sticky notes covered in the cramped tiny scrawl she only affects when rushed or stressed liberally sprinkle the pages of notes and books around her.  All neon and bright, they clash brilliantly with the browns and grays and whites of the desk.  She’d thought them cheerful when she’d dug them from the bottom of the clearance drawer one sunny afternoon a few weeks earlier.  Something to distract herself.  A bright spot.

Instead, they seem sad and rather tacky.  Stephanie tries not to draw parallels.

“Come practice!”

Batgirl’s voice, surprisingly feminine for all its broken words and rather strident tone, is jarring.  Stephanie knows that she should be used to the quiet way that the other girl moves, but she’s not.  Batgirl is a breed unto herself, always surprising.  Somehow a part of everything and nothing all at once.

“Come practice!”

It seems rather unfair that Batgirl can decapitate a practice dummy AND skip the joy that is Organic Chemistry.

*** 

Her stomach hurts.  It’s tight and painful, letting her know that it’s there and not entirely happy.  It’s rather ironic, really.

Today is different than other days.  Today her mother doesn’t lecture her on the importance of an education, nor does she insist on taking her temperature before allowing her to slink back into her room so she can curl on her bed.  She doesn’t even ask if Stephanie has a test.  No, this morning, when her mother looks up from the kitchen table, eyes tired and face drawn, she merely nods.

“Go back to bed, sweetie.  I’ll call in.”

And for once – oh, she has been working on it – her mother keeps this promise.  Stephanie knows because the walls are thin and her mother’s voice carries from the kitchen.

“Stephanie Brown won’t be in today.  Yes, I’m her mother.  She’s not feeling well.  Yes, she’d appreciate it if someone could collect her assignments.  I’ll be in this afternoon.  She should be back tomorrow.”

Tomorrow.  Day after today.  Not this minute or this hour.  Later.  Not now.

Because right now, the baby she pushed into the world is somewhere else.  With a mother and a father and cake and ice cream.  And he or she is happy.  Probably.

Her ceiling has a crack in it.  It’s small, but jagged, starting in the corner of her room and working its way along the wall.  She doesn’t remember it being there last year, when she spent so much time here.

She doesn’t want to think about that.  Because thinking about that will lead her back to balloons and baby blankets and how the cramps she’s got now are nothing like the cramps from a year ago.

Her mother leaves for work on time, the slam of the screen door coinciding with the awkward squawk of the bird clock chiming nine, and she’s alone.

Today is her day.

She had a conversation about this, once, with Batgirl.  Not a talk, exactly, because even when direct words were needed nothing was ever quite said in Family.  So, after a week of missing her friend, Stephanie’d paused on a roof and asked.

“It was my day.”

That had been it.  Four words, one truth.  They all had days.  Life-altering moments that needed to be addressed, but only alone.

Parents, legs, innocence, child.

Apples and oranges, somehow.  Strange as it seems, she resents this difference.  They mourn death, she life.  Because she knows that on some level, her loss isn’t enough.  So she’s not enough either.

But that isn’t important today.  No, because this isn’t about bats and computers and boyfriends and jumplines.  This is about her and the baby who isn’t here.

It’s about her stomach hurting.

So when the beeper goes off later that night, she isn’t surprised.  Not really.

***

“You’re going carry this weight,” he says.  Warm air bats his cape to and fro, a dark parasail against the city lights.  

“For the rest of your life and beyond.  You’re at a crossroads, Stephanie.  You screwed up, and you screwed up badly.”  His words are precise, not accusing, but not forgiving.  “Someone died as a direct result of your actions.  You put all of us in danger and for information that you could have just asked for.”

***

At 6am the following morning, a special edition of the Gotham Gazette hits the stands.  There’s a very large picture of a woman named Helena Bertenelli.  She’s smiling in it, down at a boy with brown hair (although the black and white picture makes it gray) and pointing at something on his paper.

The boy is smiling back up at her, the outline of his head slightly blurry because the camera went off mid nod.  It’s a nice picture.  Not news-worthy by any stretch of the imagination.  Just a teacher helping a student.  No, it’s the words underneath that are the story.

Huntress unmasked.  Teacher protecting the innocent.  Vigilante dies saving a three year old boy from kidnappers.

Stephanie stares down at the newspaper.  It’s one of many stacked on the kitchen table.  She’s stopped crying.  There are only so many tears a duct can release before there’s nothing left.  She’d found that out two hours ago.  The sobbing hadn’t stopped though.  She wasn’t really sure that it ever would.

Down the hall, her mother’s alarm sounded, beeping dully.  Her mother, not normally an early riser, had an eight am shift on Tuesdays.  Tuesdays are her early day, so when she’s done, she picks up a pizza for dinner.  There’s always quality time on Tuesday nights.

Stephanie wonders what Helena did on Tuesday nights.

Mrs. Brown’s yawn covers the soft sob.  All bare feet and muzziness, she stumbles blindly towards the coffee machine, as usual.  Tuesdays, like most, are pretty predictable.  So just like the pizza and the early shift, there’s coffee in the coffee maker and newspapers spread on the table, and three-quarters a gallon of milk.  Mrs. Brown goes shopping on Sundays.

All is right with Mrs. Brown’s world.  She’s worked long and hard to reach this level of predictability, Stephanie knows.  Addictions and evil lovers and pregnant teen daughters do a lot to deepen those desires.

“Hey, kid.  Pizza tonight?”

“Yeah, I’ll be home.”  Sleep deprivation is a wonderful tool when used to keep a parent from knowing something.  After the coffee is ingested, there’d be no way to cover the gravely tone produced by too many tears.  “There’s nothing going on tonight.”

Or ever.

“Good to hear.  So, regular or something new?”  The older woman takes a long swallow of coffee and flops into one of the chairs, grace personified.  In Mr. Ed.  “And what’s up with the newspapers?  We only get the Gazette!”

“I went out early this morning.”

“For papers?”  Her mother’s eyes are wide.  “All the way to the 24/7?  What’s the occasion?”

Thanks to nighttime activities (wincing is allowed before 8am) it usually takes a crowbar and three alarm clocks to blast Stephanie out of bed.  Unless there was no sleep to be had.  Stephanie is pretty sure that being awake at 7 won’t be much of a problem in the coming months.

This time there’s no yawn.

“Stephanie?”  

She doesn’t look up.  Predictability is part of the Brown household these days, in more ways than one.  She knows that her mother’s face will be tight, worrying, almost instinctively, that Stephanie’s screwed up.  Again.  “What happened?”

I killed someone, Mom.  I wanted to find out about my baby, and I screwed up.  A woman is dead because I couldn’t let some secrets go.  Because I couldn’t trust the people around me to know that’s best.  Because I didn’t know when to let go.  Or to hold on.

That’s what she wants to say.

What she does say: “Nothing, Mom.”  Is that.  And she wants to kick herself for it immediately.

Her mother surprises her though.  There is no demand for explanation.  Or screaming.  The moment grows strained and tight, scored by nothing but the shuffle of newspapers and her mother’s breathing.

“You know this woman, don’t you?”  When it finally comes, her mother’s voice is soft.  Almost supportive.  “This one.  The woman who they’re saying is Huntress.”

How can she answer that question?  She doesn’t know Helena Bertenelli.  She barely knew Huntress.  They’d spent all of fifteen total hours together in the space of a year, most of which had been in the last three days.  But she understood the woman.  Because they’d both been part of a little tiny club within a club.  They’d both been the new kid who had to keep borrowing history books.

Yeah, she knew that woman.

“Yeah, mom.  We met a couple times.”  She can look at her mother now, eyes red and puffy.  It’s rare the woman gives her a truthful out, and she appreciates the opening.  And when the come, her mother’s arms are surprisingly comfortable.  They haven’t been available all that often.

“I’m sorry, honey...  Was she a friend?”

“Not really.  I think I’m just facing my mortality is all.”

It feels good not to lie, even if trying to smile doesn’t.

***

"Why are you doing this, Stephanie?  Why now?"  His voice is sad and confused, and she thinks, just for a second, that maybe she isn't doing the right thing.  That she really is meant for this life and for this code.  Maybe this vengeance is no better than any other.  And maybe, leather and comfort and loyalty can mix with sun and water and swim trunks.

But then she remembers the screams and the falling, and the look in Helena's eyes just before they close permanently.  And the blood.  Always and forever, the blood.

She blinks her eyes at him and shakes her head.  It isn't and it can't.

"Because it's wrong for me." She says.  "It... isn't me.  It never has been."

"And I'm not either."  His eyes harden behind his mask.  All blue and stormy, they tell a tale that she's always wanted to read.  To understand and hold close.  But he isn't someone she's meant to cling to.

Bless him, he's known it all along.

"No."  She shakes her head, blonde hair swinging across her chin.  "I want the superficial again, Tim.  I want to watch television and not pick out the inconsistencies in forensic shows, even if I know what they are."

A little piece of her dies as she watches his eyes (those blue, blue eyes) turn away from her.  This is the official end.  This thing, in her and in them, has been wasting away for months.  The words are just a notice of eviction.  Expected, but no less devastating.  

"You can't ignore it, Stephanie.  You can't ignore her like that.  She deserves better."  Emotion chokes his tone, but the face, the mask, reveals nothing.  It's fitting, she thinks.  This is just another nail, another little hurt that will help him become what he needs to be.  Because this isn't temporary for him.  As much as he thinks it is.

She's crying.  Big, fat tears that are burning her in places that should have been burned a long time ago.  "I know.  But I can't do this to anyone else.  I'll help, but not like this."

And with that, he's gone.  Out the window and out of her life.  He's locking the door she's closed.  So she's left, staring at an open window, her curtains blowing softly in the evening breeze.  She thinks she should be happy with this.  Content even.  But she's not.  She's angry.

Angry because to not be so is to open another door inside herself that will bring her face to face with things she doesn't want to deal with.  Because, in the stark reality of it all, all of this is something she's done.  And so much easier it is to believe that it's the thing or the situation that was wrong, and not her.

To believe the other is to doom herself to grieving something other than a relationship and a life.  She knows this, and knows too that she cannot face this lack in herself just yet.  Because to open her eyes to the truth would rob her of everything.  And there's so little left as it is.

No child, no boyfriend, no Family.  No Huntress.

So she closes her eyes tightly and pushes the pain and the resentment down and away, even if there's really no where for it to go.

"Goodbye." She whispers to the fluttering curtains, but it doesn't really matter anymore.  And she wishes like hell that it ever really had.

***

Once, when she was a little girl, her father took her to a carnival.  All pigtails and smiles, she giggled happily as he lead her towards the brightly colored horses and shiny poles that composed the Merry-Go-Round.  How tightly she'd clutched his shoulder when he'd set her on a bright blue pony with golden hair.  So proud, but so different.

And when the music had started and the ride had started to spin, how scared she'd felt, bobbing up and down on that pony.  She'd been terrified, after, that something was horridly wrong with her because she couldn't laugh like the other children as the bobbed and twirled.  But she'd been distracted when her father had showed her how to shoot out the center target and by the time she'd remembered, later that night, about her differences and her fears, it hadn't been so important.

Once she'd flown across the rooftops, diving and twirling, trying to belong, but the street had rushed up and the person beside her hadn't been happily ever after.  And it had ended.

Now, she looked up from her book that tried to teach lessons about pain and fear, lessons she'd already learned and that knew her by heart, and she'd caught the eye of her teacher.  Not the dark teacher, with will and power, but one with understanding and the beginnings of pride.  He smiled at her, letting her know she was doing well.  And she thought, just maybe, it was all okay.

