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Harley Quinzel skipped along the street without her costume, and still managed to stick out like a sore thumb. She hummed to herself, swinging the bag of supplies that she’d been sent for in a wide circle, occasionally hitting a fellow shopper. Harley giggled with delight as she thought of the plan.
“Just leave it to my Puddin’!” she exclaimed, drawing more stares from the people around her.
There was only one face on the crowded sidewalk that spared no glance in Harley’s direction. The man was writing furiously on a growing pile of napkins in the window of a coffee shop, lost to the world around him, his long legs stuffed awkwardly under the small table. Harley passed right by him, and doubled back when she recognized the face.
“Professor?”
The heavy bag still swinging from her hand, Harley burst through the doors of the café. More than a couple of the patrons jumped at her entrance, one or two spilling their expensive drinks. The tall man didn’t notice—from what she remembered of him, he wouldn’t notice the building falling down around his head if he was focused on his work.
She bounced over to the window table and sat across from him. “Hiya, Professor!”
He looked up from his papers and blinked several times to clear his eyes. “Harley?” A smile spread across his face. “Harleen Quinzel, is that you?”
“Sure is!” Harley beamed back at him, blonde pigtails bouncing spryly. “How’ve you been, Professor Crane?”
“Quite well, quite well. But there isn’t need for titles anymore, Harley. You may call me Jonathan, if you wish.”
“Ah geez, but that sounds so weird!” Harley wrinkled up her nose and Crane laughed again.
“Then Doctor Crane will do fine, child. I’m no professor any longer.”
“Oh, what happened?” Harley asked, her bright eyes wide. “They never kicked you out?”
“Precisely,” said Crane, shooting a bitter look at his tea. “Evidently I’d received complaints about my…methods. The university declined to keep me on their staff, considering the bad publicity.”
“Ah, not that one little accident?”
“The poor girl died, Harley,” Crane reminded her.
“Yeah, but still! You’re a great teacher!”
Crane smiled warmly, but with a faraway look in his eyes. “You may be the only one who thought so, child. Now tell me, what have you been doing with yourself? Is it Doctor Quinzel now?”
Harley would have answered, if it weren’t for the high, loud beep of her watch. “Oh no, oh no, it’s five already? Oh, I gotta go!” she stood quickly, knocking into the table and tipping over the napkin pile. Crane barely seemed to notice. “But hey, it’s great seein’ you!” Harley continued, “You’re back in town, right? Let’s meet up, catch up! I’ll call you, kay?” Harley only waited for his nod and the scrap of paper he handed her before bolting out of the café, shopping bag still swinging wildly behind her.
The Joker tapped his foot impatiently from his spot by the second-floor window, watching as Harley tip-toed around the building, and rolling his eyes at her reluctance to come inside. She always seemed to balk at the door to the blood bank. He didn’t know whether she didn’t want people to see her come in, whether she hoped not to reveal the building as their new hideout, or whether she just didn’t like the sight of blood. It wasn’t all that long, though, before she had scampered up the stairs and through the door. “I’m back!”
“You’re late.”
“Sorry, Mister J.” She giggled and shrugged, dropping her bag on the floor.
“I saw you skirting around outside, you know.” Joker tapped his fingers on the windowsill and Harley cringed.
“I’m sorry! C’mon, Puddin’, look, I got all the stuff!” She said brightly, moving to open up the bag, but the look on his face stopped her before she started.
“I’ve been waiting a full thirty-nine minutes with nothing to keep me occupied.” The Joker stepped slowly across the wood floor toward Harley. “What took you so long?”
“Oh, you’ll never guess!”
“Don’t make me,” Joker said in a tired voice, bringing a hand to his temple.
Harley didn’t seem to notice his mood. “I ran into my old college professor! It was so weird, I haven’t seen Doctor Crane in…well, I guess not that long,” she admitted, chattering excitedly even as Joker lost interest and started to go through her shopping bag. “I only left last year, but Profess—I mean, Doctor Crane got sent off even before I did. He was tellin’ me about how he got fired again—can you believe it, Mister J?”
“Huh? Oh yeah, sure.” He shrugged and wandered back over to the window.
Harley’s pigtails drooped slightly once she realized he wasn’t paying attention. “Well, it was really good to see him, anyway. I got his number, so I’m gonna call later and meet back up.”
The Joker snapped his head up, suddenly interested again. “Tell me about this fellow, Harley.”
She perked back up instantly. “Oh, Doctor Crane was the best! He was my psychology teacher when I was at Gotham U, we had all kinds of cool projects with him. In fact, onea them was what kinda got me started learning about you, Puddin!” Harley beamed as she remembered. “We had a report to do on what makes people afraid, so I picked killers, right? And it was right around when you were startin’ out, so there was all this news and all kinds of papers, and I decided I wanted to write a book all about you! So really, Professor Crane brought us together,” she concluded, coming up behind him and wrapping her arms around his waist.
The Joker shrugged her off and turned back around to face her. “Then that’s when you dropped out to chase down your beloved convicted felon.”
Harley missed the sarcasm. “Uh-huh! Ooh, it’s so great to see him again.” She practically glowed, and didn’t notice the attention with which the Joker was studying her face. “Some days I thought he was the only one who got it, ya know? All the other teachers had to get bribed to pass me, but not Professor Crane. He always told me I was his favorite.”
She smiled up at the Joker, but couldn’t read the expression hidden behind his painted grin.
“Harley, I’m afraid I don’t like the sound of this man,” he said, rolling his shoulders back and standing taller, speaking with more authority. He started to pace across the floor and Harley’s face fell. “Who knows what a mongrel like that could be up to?”
“Aw. C’mon Mister J,” Harley pleaded, fluttering her lashes at him coyly and adding a gentle dig, “Can’t be any worse than what you are!”
He shot her a disgruntled glare before straightening his face again. “Now Harley, m’dear, I just won’t allow it.”
“Allow it?”
“I just can’t in good conscience allow you to keep seeing this man,” he clarified, waving a finger in her direction. “It’s my job to look after you, now isn’t it?”
Harley gave him a quizzical look, cocking her head so that her blonde hair bounced. “Mister J?”
He crossed the floor in a few long strides and draped an arm around her shoulders. “Harley, my dear, my darling, I won’t have you mixing around with riff-raff! You’re in top company now, my girl, and I won’t have you going back. Got it,” he added, in a voice much gruffer than the light tone he’d been using.
“Okay…”
“Now, now, chin up, Harley Quinn.” He grinned down at her and took her cheeks between his fingers, angling her face up to his. “Let’s see that smile!”
When she let her lips twitch up, he let go of her and wandered off to the window with an “atta girl.”
Harley let her hand curl around the scrap of paper in her pocket, and bit her lip as she watched her love look out at the city. “D’you need me anymore, Mister J? Can I go?”
“Harley, you don’t even know why we’re here!” He shouted, pounding his fists on the windowsill before turning back to her.
“Puddin’?”
“Oh nevermind. Just forget it. Go, then. I’m not in the mood.” Joker folded his arms across his chest and glared at the red cross that hung outside the window.
A little worried, but a little relieved, Harley quietly slipped back out of the room and down the stairs, and felt his eyes on her back as she scampered away.
“I must thank you again, my dear girl. It’s been wonderful to hear from you again.”
“Aw, don’t even.” Harley smiled across the table and took a long drink of her soda. The sun was starting to set over the Gotham skyline, drenching the former teacher and student in warm golden light. The other patrons of the sidewalk café gave the pair a wide berth on instinct alone.
Out of nowhere, Harley whimpered and ducked down, peering up over the edge of the table and coughing before quickly sitting back up. She glanced behind her and bit her lip. The long, pointed chin she thought she’d seen reflected in her glass was nowhere to be seen.
Crane tipped his head to find the thing that had Harley so afraid, and, seeing nothing, looked at her with a gentle worry in his eyes. “Is something the matter?”
“Ah, no.” Harley dismissed his concerns with a wave of her hand. “It’s nothing. Not a thing. I’m great!”
Crane knew her well enough to recognize her excessive protests, but said nothing.
Even Harley had to admit to herself that she was in a terrible state. Every shadow and trick of the light looked like the Joker waiting to punish her. She had barely been able to enjoy the dinner that she’d eaten, or even listen very closely when Crane had told her about his latest firing. All that she had caught was a vague description of a plan involving the special invention her old teacher had finally perfected.
Finally, after yet another sharp and sudden jump, Crane laid a comforting hand over Harley’s on the table. “What is it, Harley? You don’t have to hide from me.”
She brought her blue eyes up to meet his, and couldn’t smile.
“What are you afraid of?”
Harley pulled her hand away quickly and stood up from the table. “Nothing. I just…I gotta go. I should, someone’s waiting…I think…”
“A man?” Crane asked quietly. Harley looked back at him again and nodded. “The Joker.” It wasn’t a question.
With the briefest moment of hesitation, Harley nodded again.
Crane kept his eyes on her for a very long minute, then sighed. “Be careful, Harley. I won’t stop you. But please, stay in touch? Just because you aren’t my student any longer, that doesn’t mean I can’t care about you.” A small, thin smile flickered across his lips.
“Aw, thanks, Professor.” Now Harley did smile, as she picked up her pocketbook and started for the exit. “But don’t worry. I’m fine, kay? I’ll call you. Don’t worry,” she repeated, and left.
Jonathan Crane looked after her, left his money on the table, and slowly stood up to leave. He ignored the stares as always when he passed through the crowd.
This is not good, thought the Joker as he paced the floor of his new headquarters. This is very much not good.
He should never have let her leave. He was kicking himself for having slipped up. It didn’t take a genius to figure out where Harley had gone for so long. It was his fault, really, forbidding her to go. He sneered at himself. He was too good to be making those kinds of mistakes.
“Little lost Harley’s found another haven…” he muttered, staring out at the people walking back and forth on the street. This was not acceptable. The Joker was no stranger to the minds of women—despite all rumors to the contrary. He knew quite well that Harley wouldn’t put up with him for very much longer if she had anyone else to turn to. This Crane needed to be out of her life—and quickly.
Joker jerked out of his thoughts at the squeak of the door opening. Harley’s blonde head peeked in through the crack, nervously checking to be sure he was not still upset with her.
The Joker swallowed his anger and plastered on the kindest smile he could find. “Harley! Where have you been?”
“I went out wi—“ she caught herself mid-word and changed her answer. “I went out to eat.”
“Oh did you?” Joker stepped closer to her, advancing slowly, still smiling. “With whom?”
Harley gulped, and found that she couldn’t lie. “I met Professor Crane.”
“I knew it.” The honeyed tone that Joker had adopted dropped away, and Harley cringed to hear the gruff anger in his voce. “I told you not to mix around with him, didn’t I?”
“You did,” she answered sadly, staring at the floor and twisting her foot back and forth.
“And why did I tell you that?”
Harley brought up her eyes to look at him, confused and apprehensive. “Mister J?”
“I’m only looking out for my Harley’s well-being,” he answered his own question, pacing circles around her and softening his voice again. “After all, I can’t help but worry with you in the company of strange and dangerous persons.”
Harley’s eyes narrowed shrewdly, and she looked into his face with renewed courage. For a split-second, the Joker was sure that she had figured him out—she was smarter than she looked, she knew what he was doing.
But her face broke into a smile and the moment passed. “Aw, Puddin! You’re jealous!”
With only a flash of confusion, the Joker took the cue and ran with it. “I am not,” he insisted, folding his arms and turning his back to her.
Harley was completely fooled. She smiled and hugged him from behind, standing on her toes to hang off of his shoulders. “Aw, Mister J!” She almost squeaked. “You know you don’t have to be jealous! Don’t you worry about a thing. Professor Crane, he’s my teacher, he’s like my dad or something! Not like you at all. Oh Puddin, I’m all yours!”
The Joker grinned in spite of Harley’s crushing embrace. “Very well then, Harley. But don’t give me any reason to worry.”
“Oh I won’t, I won’t I promise! I’m so glad you’re not mad at me!” With a final giggle and squeeze, she skipped off toward the door—but Joker grabbed her arm before she could leave.
“Harley, you do know why we’re here?”
She blinked. “To make ‘em laugh before they die?”
“No, no!” He let go of her arm with a violent twist. “Here, this place, this building.”
“Why are we over a blood bank, you mean?”
“Right.”
“Why?” Harley asked, shrinking back a little bit.
Joker growled and paced back to the window. “I thought it was such a good joke! A blood bank! Don’t you get it?”
Harley shook her head.
“Blood! One of the humors!” Joker waited for her to react, but all Harley could do was stare. He threw up his hands in frustration. “Simple-minded, idiot, hack city! What good is a smart joke if the people are too dumb to get it?”
“Maybe we just gotta make ‘em smarter.”
Joker whirled around to tell her off, but stopped himself and turned over the idea in his mind. “Hmm…maybe… ” He broke into a new grin. “Harley, my girl, that’s the best idea you’ve had yet.”
She beamed back at him, and kissed his cheek before skipping away again.
When the door slammed behind her, the Joker allowed himself a sigh of relief, and a smirk. It really was too easy. He should have known better than to think she’d actually leave him.
All the same, he thought, I’d better be more careful with this one.
It was well into the night when Harley came home again. She skipped up the stairs and into their small stolen apartment, humming all the way. “I’m home!” she called into the air.
Harley beamed when the Joker stepped back out into the open room, his chalk-white face tinted orange by the streetlights coming in through the window.
“Hiya Puddin! I just went and saw Profe—I mean, Doctor Crane again, and he thinks just the same as me, and I’m really hope you’re not still all mad at him cause like I told you, you got nothing to worry about!”
Joker’s eyes narrowed, his face hidden by the shadows in the dark room. “You saw him again?” he asked quietly.
“Well yeah—Puddin, I told you! It’s okay, you don’t gotta worry,” she tried to reassure him, but even Harley couldn’t miss the dangerous expression on his face.
I’ve told you not to see him!” Joker snarled, pushing her hand away where it had tried to touch his shoulder. “Are you disobeying me, Harley?”
“No, Puddin, come on, It’s not like that,” she pleaded.
“I don’t see how it’s not.” He started to pace around her, forcing Harley to turn in place, her eyes locked onto his. “I gave you instructions and you didn’t follow them. Twice now you’ve broken the same rule!”
“Mister J, please!”
“I don’t ever want you to so much as think about going to that nutty professor again, do you hear me?”
“Yessir,” she squeaked, too frightened to say anything else.
He shot her a glare and stopped pacing, turning his back to her. “I expected more from you, Harley. You’ve disappointed me.”
She let out a soft whimper, staring at the back of his green head. In a barely audible whisper, she squeaked out another scared, pleading, “Mister J?”
“I’ve worked hard for what I have and I’m not about to let a willful little whelp share in my triumphs!” He glared daggers at the wall, but kept his back to her, knowing that it would hurt her more.
“Puddin, I—“
“Don’t even try it.” He was a second away from throwing her out, but he forced himself calm. The Joker knew from his long years that his anger was far more useful when it was simmering deep within the mind.
Harley swallowed hard and bit her lip, waiting to be sure that a further rebuke wasn’t coming her way before she spoke. “Well, I just thought you’d wanna know, Professor Crane thinks my idea’s really good, y’know, getting people smarter, so they get all your jokes, and—“
“You told him?” His voice seethed with a new surge of rage.
“Well yeah…Mister J?” She asked, alarmed by the way he stood so still, so dangerously calm.
“Get out.”
“But Puddin-“
“I said get out!” He shouted, and she flinched. “And don’t you ever spoil one of my jokes! You can’t go around telling the punch line before it’s set up!”
Harley had never, ever seen him this angry. He had turned back to shout at her directly, eyes blazing with anger, clenched fists shaking at his sides. She cowered under the pressure of it all, shrinking into herself, even taking a step backward. It wasn’t until he turned back around in disgust that she could dare to approach him again. “Mister J I’m sorry…”
“Go away.”
She took a few tentative steps toward him, her pigtails shivering, bright eyes glossing over with tears. She reached out a shaking hand and carefully laid it on his shoulder. “I’m sorry, I—“
“DON’T TOUCH ME!”
SMACK.
Harley was sprawled out on the floor, her elbow throbbing where it had hit the ground, her cheek red where it had been hit. The Joker stood over her, his raised hand still stinging from the impact. The room had gone silent.
She took a slow, shuddering breath, her wide eyes staring up at him, unable to blink as the first tears spilled over. Her face was the picture of shock, of betrayal. Slowly, she got to her knees, then her feet. For a very long moment she only stared, her slim fingers running over her cheek.
Then she turned and ran out the door, down the stairs, into the street. And she could feel the Joker’s eyes on her back as she ran.
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