“I just grabbed my backpack and walked out.  I mean, what the hell was I thinking?  I bet you my film was the only one with any kind of plot.  Fuck it.  I walked back to the dorm feeling numb.  And as I was walking I saw a cop drive by.  And I thought, I can do that, you know?  That guy’s job is not up for interpretation.  It just is what it is.  Fuck all of those stupid, artsy analytical dickheads.


“By the following Monday I was enrolled in nothing but Administration of Justice classes and that Spring I was gettin’ sworn in by the Poland Park Police Chief.  And that’s that.  And that’s really about how much thought I put into being a cop.”


He heard the cap on her soda bottle again.


“What does your wife think about you being a policeman?”  She said after swallowing.

“I suspect my wife doesn’t really think about me being a policeman.  She’s a cop, too.”


“How many kids do you have?”


“None,” He answered too quickly and immediately regretted it.


“I thought you said that you took your daughter to Balboa Park.”


“I did.  Past tense.  Once upon a time.”  He closed his eyes and ran his fingers through his short hair.  “I really don’t want to talk about that if it’s okay with you.”


For a long time the cap on her bottle and the lighter flipping endlessly in his calloused hand were the only sounds in the dark room.  Port heard David Letterman introducing the Foo Fighters in Randall’s room next door.


Finally Jenny cleared her throat.  

“You’re not a loser, Detective.”  And that’s all she said, as if that one short sentence was somehow enough.  And coming from her, it might be.  Although deep down he knew that she was too young to know what she was talking about.


They sat in silence again for a long time, him listening to traffic flowing by on Asbury Avenue and her drifting off to sleep.


When her breathing was slow and steady in the darkness he got up and quietly left the room.

Port would struggle with Jenny Chamberlain’s last words…not only because they would be the beautiful teenager’s last words to him…but also because they would return to haunt him day after day from that next morning on, surrounded by the stench of death.  Her simple words, spoken with such sparkling honesty and innocence, made him want to reach higher than perhaps he was ever meant to reach.

In those few hours between her drifting off to sleep and the sun rising behind the silent, grey city, Portnoy King actually believed himself good and noble.  And worthy.

*
*
*


Damn.


Port opened his eyes in the dark bedroom.


He had been awakened by the smell of Jenny Chamberlain’s ghost.  Burnt gunpowder, the sweet organic musk of her burst open skull, and urine.  He inhaled deeply, drawing her scent down into his chest, simultaneously attracted and repulsed by it.  He held his breath and listened in the dark.


Beyond the rapid bass drum beating of his own heart and Queenie’s quiet snores as she slept next to him, he could hear wet, irregular breathing that reminded him of a damp, autumn wind swirling through piles of rotting leaves.


Port looked at his watch.  The dimly glowing face showed just after 4 a.m.


He felt nauseous and his arms trembled as he pushed himself up in the bed.  Queenie stirred, let out a low groan and continued snoring, her soft back now pressed against the side of his thigh.  He reached over to the nightstand, pulled the drawer open and felt around in the darkness.


There was the cold, smooth metal of a revolver…a deck of cards bound with a rubber band…several books…a magazine…a torn open package of cough drops and a bottle of sleeping pills.  His fingers finally ran across the familiar surface of the Zippo lighter.  He hadn’t carried it, or smoked a cigarette, since the morning Jenny died.  He took it from the drawer and sat, eyes straining against the blackness in the room, turning the small metal lighter over and over in his hand.


Jenny’s ghost had finally gone away about five years ago – not in enough time to save his marriage, but in enough time to save his sanity and maybe his life.  He was grieved at the time because she wouldn’t be a constant presence in his life anymore – ever watchful and as silent as the grave – but also relieved that he would no longer be confronted with her dead, emotionless stare as he moved sullenly through each day.  When she left, he had fantasized that she had finally forgiven him and found some sort of peace.  But now he suspected that she had just taken a break from his life.  If it really wasn’t that interesting to live it, he couldn’t imagine that it would be any more so for her to watch it.

Queenie snorted and he heard her long, red fingernails scratching the skin on her body somewhere.  She dropped her heavy arm back onto the bed and was now breathing quietly and steadily.


He moved a little, just so his skin wasn’t touching hers anymore.  He hated that he no longer wanted her in his bed – or even near him.  The thought of her lips, her embrace and her almost endless stream of whispered longings made his skin cold and he fought the urge to run.  To sprint from the room, out the door, down the silent, early morning streets and into the endless darkness in the distance.  To simply leave Jenny’s accusing spirit, Queenie’s large, needy arms, his miserably failed marriage, the crushing memory of Annalisa, and his life far behind.  The life that was supposed to have turned out so differently.


Port had always thought that a man could only take so much regret before it would eat a hole through his heart.  He’d just go numb and stop caring…eventually not even remembering why he used get up each morning and eventually all of the gray, lifeless days would lead to the barrel of that revolver in the nightstand.  His mother once told him that God would never give him more of a struggle than He would also give him the grace to overcome.  He had stopped believing that the morning Annalisa died.  God just couldn’t seem to muster enough grace for him on that day.  And when it came to Jenny Chamberlain, he didn’t even want God’s grace anymore.  Jenny herself was the only one who could forgive him – only she could release the millstone around his neck – and that forgiveness would never come.

Port exhaled shakily, not wanting to see her dead face…but not being able to stop himself either.


He raised his arm straight out and flipped open the Zippo.  Sparks burst in the darkness and a flame sputtered to life, growing solid and yellow as the wick warmed.


Jenny Chamberlain swam into view from the black nothingness at the end of the bed, her large eyes reflecting the flame like they had done in the hotel room so long ago, and rust colored fluid oozed from the hole in her forehead.


Her face was a pale, emotionless oval framed by dark, bloody hair that was plastered to the contours of her head.  She squatted on the end of the bed, forearms resting on her knees and hands hanging loosely between them.  Her unblinking eyes watched Port constantly, but he could not find her anywhere in their black depths.


“Damn,” he exhaled and closed the lighter gently between his fingers.

And as Jenny squatted and stared in the dark and Queenie breathed quietly next to him, a cold, crushing despair smothered Portnoy King.  It engulfed him like Queenie’s desire had done several hours earlier and left him feeling just as empty as Jenny’s dead eyes.

And Port wept.

