Fault and Fracture  
You aim to lose yourself in the simple joy of speed and progress as your car devours the country lanes in front of you, headlights reaching out like hungry yellow mandibles. Occasionally you’re forced to lower them, so as not to blind other drivers, but there are few on the roads tonight, giving a free reign to your tyranny. 

Emily sits silently in the passenger seat, staring into the darkness. The smoke from her cigarette curls up towards the tiny gap she has opened in the window; it plays with the cool night air, creeping sensually toward it then darting away, before finally allowing itself to be sucked out into the countryside, to depart into the inky stillness. 
Not a single word, not even a mumbled syllable has passed between the two of you since getting in the car. Emily had spoken last, but only to assert that she was smoking on the way home. 

She knows how much you hate people smoking in your car. The smell always clings to the interior, burrowing itself deep into the fabric of the carpets and the upholstery. When you allow her to smoke in here you insist on the window being wide open, tonight she has further pissed all over your patience by opening that tiny insult in the window. You want to scream at her, order her to open the window wider, but you don’t want to be the one to break this well established silence – that would be admitting defeat, and that could lead to you forgiving her.
    
You put your foot down hard on the accelerator and entertain the idea that this car is fuelled by your anger; you feel the frustration begin to pump out of you and down into the car, converted to propulsion by the twin cylinder engine.    
You change from fourth to fifth as the road straightens, the gauge moves from fifty to hover around sixty five. 

The launch party was hot and crowded but you found Emily easy enough. She looked great, you had to admit it. It had been ages since you last saw her in a dress. When she saw you, she raised her glass to get your attention, parted from the group she was with and worked her way over to you.
    
‘Sorry, traffic,’ you said, with your best forgive-me smile.

    
‘That’s ok hun. Just glad you could make it,’ she smothered you in kisses. You were a little surprised at this sudden show of affection. You couldn’t help feeling like part of the show; some sort of relationship cabaret put on for the benefit of her friends. When she left the house this morning she’d screamed ‘I hate you.’ Slamming the door like an exclamation mark.   
    
You recognised most of them but Emily still did the rounds and introduced you to her friends, starting with a new guy with skin-tight jeans and a long, greasy fringe plastered to his forehead. You still remember his clammy handshake. ‘This is Darius, Darius, Robert. Celia, you know. Sebastian, this is Robert. Dan, Robert, Troy . . .’ You lost track. You’ve never really liked her friends. You think they’re all pretentious wannabes riding on the back of each new trend until it dies of exhaustion. The way you see it, they stick close to Emily because she’s going somewhere. All the trendiest bands want her artwork on their merchandise and she gets invited to launch parties like this all the time. The band she was working with this time were surprisingly good, both heavy and technical enough for your tastes. You could see the album cover design that Emily took such pain over behind them, on a huge flag while they played their set. Two grey foetuses entwined in pink barbed-wire with the band’s name diagonally across it, Neon Black. 
    
While you were at the bar a drunken fan explained the significance of the band’s name to you, ‘It fucks with your mind, mate,’ he slurred, ‘try to, like, see it. In here,’ he poked his temple so hard it made you wince a little. ‘Ok,’ you said, and moved away from the bar as soon as the barman got back with your change.
    
You couldn’t find Emily and it seemed her friends had dispersed. You wandered around, brushing past segregated groups, looking for someone you recognised, trying hard not to spill the pint you had in one hand and the raspberry sambuca spritzer you had in the other. You found Celia, dancing by herself near the stage. You don’t mind Celia. Of all Emily’s friends, she’s the easiest to talk to. She seemed quite drunk and couldn’t hear you at first, so you had to get up close and speak loudly in her ear. Her perfume was really strong and tasted bitter in the back of your throat. Celia told you that Emily was outside, smoking with Darius.  

‘Robert. Slow. Down’

    
You don’t look at Emily, but you think you sense fear in her voice. You know it’s pathetic but you accelerate anyway.
    
‘Robert!’

    
The road winds like a rollercoaster, neglected and overgrown with weeds, bringing fleeting glimpses of trees and ferns. What doesn’t get picked out by the headlights moves past in a blur. You look up through the trees, past the horizon. Only the star-speckled night sky seems unaffected by this speed. When you rest your eyes back on the road, two tiny stars appear to have fallen into your path. They’re attached to a small shape, frozen in the centre of the road.
    
‘Shit!’ You swerve. You think you feel an impact on your side of the car. You do an emergency stop, pushing hard on the brake and jolting the car onto a small patch of grass at the roadside. Emily shrieks before the car comes to a shuddering halt, thrusting you both out of your seats, the belts pulling you back. Your heart is pumping fast, b-doomp, b-doomp, b-doomp   . . . but you’re calm, considering.
    
You glance at Emily, she’s rubbing the back of her neck, black curls falling wildly over her face.
    
‘That’s just fucking great.’ She makes a point of not looking at you.

Everyone around you was reduced to abstract shapes and colours as you waited for Emily to come back inside. You had thought it best to wait. It would have been too awkward if you went out there, she’d have known you were checking up on her. It was then that Celia knocked into you, spilling the best part of your pint on the floor, though somehow you managed not to spill a single drop of Emily’s sickly coloured cocktail.

    
‘I’m so sorry, Robby,’ Celia said, running her hand over your arm, ‘I’ll get you another when I get back. Promise.’ Her face was inches away from yours as she spoke. You were close enough to see her pupils pulsing. You realised she wasn’t drunk but probably on pills, it would explain the way she was looking at you. Her eyes seemed to dissect you.
    
‘That’s ok, don’t worry,’ you said. ‘Where are you off to anyway?’ 
‘Oh, outside. Just for a bit though.’ She was still stroking your arm in an absent minded way, her eyes looking through you. ‘I need some fresh air. And some space. Everything’s too . . .’ she struggled to find the right word.     
    
‘Intense?’ You offered.
    
‘That’s it.’ She laughed and it was natural. 
    
‘Is it ok if I tag along?’ 
    
‘Sure.’
    
The bouncer on the front door had no neck. From foot to jaw, he was a square slab of muscle in a black suit. He wouldn’t let you take the drinks outside, so you downed what was left of your pint and asked him to look after the sambuca spritzer. You had heard all the horror stories of girls being date raped, so there was no way you were going to leave it unattended. The bouncer was reluctant to help at first, but when you joked that he’d have to help you to get your rohypnoled girlfriend into the car later, he laughed a giant’s laugh and agreed to keep an eye on it. 
    
The air was close and muggy outside but the occasional evening breeze brought you some relief. There were a few people out there smoking and talking. A street lamp flickered intermittently, lighting up the faces of those outside. Indie kids, a few ageing bikers, but no Emily, or Darius. 

    
‘I thought Emily was out here,’ you said, trying hard not to sound too bothered.
    
‘Huh?’ Celia was watching a bat flying in a figure of eight around the street lamp.

    
‘Where’s Emily?’

    
‘Oh right. She might be . . .’ Celia’s face changed, her eyes widening as if she remembered something. ‘We should go back in now.’ She tugged at your arm, ‘Come on. Let’s go.’

     
‘Why?’

‘It’s just best if we go back in. It’s lame out here anyway.’ She had sounded distressed all of a sudden. ‘Besides,’ she continued, ‘I need to get you that drink.’ She pulled your arm again.
     
‘No. Not until I’ve seen Emily.’ You yanked your arm free from her grasp. ‘What’s the problem, Celia?’ She ran her hand through her thick, blonde, back-combed hair but didn’t answer you. The venue was a flat, rectangular building on the corner of the street. Round the other side it faced the train station; maybe Emily would be round there. Celia called you back but you kept walking.
Unclipping your seat belt and pulling it off in one movement, you open the car door and step out. Your legs feel stiff and heavy and the air has cooled since you left the party. You wish you had a jacket with you.
    
‘What the hell are you doing, Robert?’ Emily is looking at you as though you’re insane, maybe you are.
    
‘Do you think we hit it?’ you say, dismissing her question and moving away from the car to the roadside. You scan slowly left to right, searching the road for the owner of those two little stars. You know you saw something frozen on the road there, right in your path, those reflective eyes twinkled like stars. You walk the perimeter of the car. Nothing.
    
‘What are you doing? Huh? Robert! For fuck sake answer me!’ Emily shouts as you pass by the passenger side.
    
‘What do you think I’m doing? I’m going to see if we hit anything.’

    
‘If we hit anything?’ Emily snorts, ‘All I saw was you driving like an arsehole and nearly getting us killed!’ Hyperbole sets in with anger and she hits the dashboard with her fist. ‘Just get back into the car so we can go home.’ 
    
‘Have a cigarette,’ you hiss between clenched teeth. 
There is no way she’s telling you what to do tonight. No way. 
    
Looking back up the way you came, you see something a few yards back down the road. It’s picked out from the grass around it by the moonlight. It could be a stone. But then again it could be an animal which you might have killed, or worse, maimed. The thought that it might be in pain makes you feel a little queasy. What are you going to do if you have hurt something? You don’t want to think about it.
    
Before you check, you go round to the boot and open it up. The useless little light in here went years ago and you keep forgetting to replace it. You look up, and the half-moon leers at you in alabaster, the scant light shining on the other side of the car; no use to you at all. You can’t see a thing. You rummage around and curse under your breath. You know there’s a torch in the glove compartment, but that would mean getting back in the car with Emily. Then you remember that your phone has a torch function.
     
As you open your flip phone you have a missed call and a text message from Celia: HOPE U OK. AM SO SORRY BOUT EARLIER X
     
In the blue-ish light, you find your toolbox, open it up with a satisfying grind of rusty metal hinges and retrieve the heaviest wrench you have.

    
You walk over and shine your torch at the object in the grass. Light brown fur, mottled with beige spots. Its eyes reflect some of the light, as does a dark substance pooled beneath it and dotted on several blades of grass around it. 
    
It’s a fawn. Shit. You must have hit it after all. But is it still alive? You’re not sure. Its body is sitting at a strange angle. The head is drooping toward the grass, eyes open, but fixed, black and lifeless. You’re staring at the legs now. They’re thin and awkward, all folded inwards like a dead spider’s. You can’t believe that things that thin could have supported the body. It seems too fragile to have lived, but the thought that it might still be alive after colliding with your car actually disgusts you.    
    
You grip the wrench, aware of the weight in your hand and the unquestionable solidity of its construction.
You’re shaking as you go back over to the car. Emily is smoking. She takes one last long drag of her cigarette and tosses the rest out of the window, into the undergrowth. You go round to the boot and lob the wrench in. You don’t check to see if there’s blood on it. You really don’t want to look at it ever again. Slamming the boot, you stride to the driver’s side and get in.
    
‘What the hell took you so long?’ One look at Emily and you can tell she’s been waiting here, brooding, ready to rip into you the moment you got back. But then her face softens after a second of looking at you.    
    
You sit there for a moment, thinking of what to say, and then you suddenly open up. It just floods out. There’s nothing you can do; it’s like shaking a can of lager and then trying to paw at the top to stop it spilling out.
    
‘We hit a deer,’ you begin. Your voice feels thin and weak in your throat. 
    
Emily listens without saying a word as you tell her how you found the deer lying by the roadside, and you weren’t sure if it was dead or just hurt. There was blood. You needed to make sure, so you got closer. It suddenly moved and attempted to get away from you into the hedge behind it. Your eyes begin to sting as you tell her how broken its body was, and how you knew you had to kill it but part of you tried to fight it; tried to convince you that it was going to die anyway, so you may as well have left nature to take its course. But you knew what you had to do. So you hit it again and again with the wrench. Hitting it until you were certain it was dead. 
    
You don’t tell her how you thought you were going to throw up afterwards and you can barely admit to yourself that you were thinking of her and Darius with each swing - it was the only way you could muster the strength.
    
Emily still hasn’t said a thing. You’re staring at the dashboard, looking for the patterns in the mock tortoise-shell panelling. She puts her hand on your leg and squeezes. You look at her. Her black curls are still in disarray around her face. Those chasm-deep eyes of hers light up. Her hand moves up your thigh, progressing inch by inch, while she shifts her body nearer to you. You look at each other. 
    
This isn’t what you want. This is the furthest thing from your mind right now, but that doesn’t matter. These are the undeniable mechanics of the relationship laid bare. They’re so obvious to you now, like the exposed whirring of gears and cogs. All those arguments, and those overused words, hate and love; they’re little more than a plastic casing on the machine. This is it, you think, this is all there is. You kiss her neck roughly while she tugs at your jeans. 
    
Earlier, when you saw Emily and Darius kissing round the side of the club, you had wanted to murder them both. Pure, hot-blooded rage. 
    
She is crushing your mouth with her kisses. 
    
When he started putting his clammy hands on Emily you felt sick. You drew back around the corner, your bare forearms scraping against the pebble-dash. You didn’t know how to react. 
    
Your jeans are round your knees and the gear stick is jabbing you in the side. You move back over to the driver’s side, grabbing Emily and pulling her on top of you. 
You didn’t do or say anything, instead you went back inside and found Celia. 
    
Emily hitches up her dress and skilfully removes her underwear, tossing it to one side. She claws hard at your chest and bites harder into your neck and shoulder. You fuck, everything else falls away.  

The windows have misted up. You notice this as Emily climbs off of you and retrieves her knickers which are strewn on the dashboard. She puts them back on, angling her body away from you. While pulling your jeans and boxers back up, you stretch and hit your head on the roof. 
    
‘I needed that,’ she says with a sigh, while she sparks up another cigarette.

    
‘Yeah,’ you say, ‘me too.’ You button your shirt back up noticing the red scratches on your chest. Emily opens the window wider and you feel the cool night rushing in, as though curious.
    
‘So, are you ready to tell me why you dragged me out of the club earlier without saying a word?’ She doesn’t sound like she’s on the offence.
    
‘We’ll talk later,’ you tell her, ‘I just want to get home now. Is that cool with you?’ you add, kissing her on the cheek.

    
She nods.
On the drive home Emily falls asleep, her hand resting on your leg. You drive with care, the events of earlier acting like a caffeine drip. Every now and again you turn and watch her sleep. With the rhythmic rising and falling of her chest, you fall in and out of love with her. You consider what you’ll say to her when you get home. You could let her know you saw her with Darius and bring this train wreck of a relationship to an end. But if you’re honest, as riddled with faults and fractures as this is, you still don’t want it to be over. 
    
You know there are other ways to play this, though. Your phone vibrates in your pocket reminding you that you have a missed call from Celia. Emily stirs in her sleep as you emerge from the country road into the harsh and enquiring lights of suburbia.
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