A loud city bus, dark with greasy soot and spray-painted graffiti squealed to a stop at the corner of Martindale and 182nd to let off Queenie and Port.  The pair, walking quickly and huddling together, hurried up the street to the one-hour dry cleaner with the flashing pink neon sign and cut down the alley, disappearing into a cascade of gently falling steam that smelled of starch and linen.  Queenie emerged alone at the far end of the alley, looked both ways and jogged across the street and up the stairs to her apartment building.  A whooping siren on an adjacent block startled her and she dropped her keys, swearing loudly.


Port watched from the darkness of the alley as Queenie pushed the heavy, old glass and wood door open and then he sprinted between the haphazard taxicabs, slipping past her into the dank and deserted lobby.


“My husband’s gonna be here,” Queenie said, her voice low as the elevator rose, swaying from side to side and occasionally clanging into something in the shaft.  “But it’ll be okay.  If you stay in the living room you won’t even see him.”


Port shot a surprised look at Queenie but she refused to meet his eyes; instead keeping her gaze on the numbers blinking above the door.  “You should have told me.”


“It’s really okay.”  


Port frowned and looked at his feet as the elevator slowed to a stop and dinged once, the doors sliding open onto a long, dim hallway.  Jenny was leaning against one stained wall, looking bored as if she had been waiting there for hours already.  As Port and Queenie walked past her, she pushed off of the wall with her shoulder blades and sauntered after them.


“The phone’s over there,” Queenie pointed to a small, messy kitchen and draped her grey coat and purse on an old recliner that was torn in places, bleeding lumpy tan stuffing.  She then disappeared through a door and Port could hear her voice, low and loving somewhere deep in the apartment.


Port picked up the receiver of an avocado-green phone that hung from the yellowing wall and quickly dialed a number after checking for a dial tone.  The kitchen was like a small cave of dark cabinets, hiding a faded yellow—almost orange—refrigerator, an ancient electric range that was piled high with magazines, newspapers and unopened mail, and the unpleasant scent of hard-boiled eggs.  The ceiling seemed too low and the poor lighting made the kitchen, along with the rest of the apartment, seem to be suffocating.  It’s how he imagined the galley of a sinking boat would feel as it disappeared below the waves and into the dark water below.


“Captain Hanson’s office,” a man’s voice interrupted the ringing on the phone line.


“Please put Bella on,” Port closed his eyes and tried to will his stomach to stop quivering.


“I’m sorry, sir, but Captain Hanson’s in a meeting right….”


“Tell her it’s her ex-husband and it’s important.”


There was a click and the line was silent for several minutes.  Port tapped his black cast softly on the wall and looked for faces in the crazy patterns and stains on the linoleum floor.


“You have a lot of goddamn nerve, Port,” Bella hissed into his ear.  “I can’t believe you.”


“Look Bella,” he pictured her dark hair pulled into a tight bun on the back of her head and the deep wrinkles around her dark eyes; wrinkles that appeared almost overnight after Annalisa died.  “I didn’t do it.  I swear to you that I didn’t do it.  I need your help.”


“Where are you?”


“Can you help me?”


“Naw you stupid bastard, I’m gonna send a squad car.”  Her anger made her Jersey accent thick and masculine.  “Those were goddamn FBI agents, Portnoy!”


“I didn’t do it, you’ve got to believe me!”


“I don’t gotta believe shit.  Was it your little frickin’ ghost, Port?  Is she shooting at people with your guns now?”


He closed his eyes and leaned against the wall.  How did it ever get like this?  So far from the drive-ins and the laughter and getting lost in each other’s skin?


“Bella, listen.  I swear to God that I didn’t do it.  I swear on Annalisa.”


There was a long silence broken only by the occasional sound of her breathing and voices somewhere in the background on her end of the line.


“Wait ten minutes and call me on my cell…and Port?”


“Yeah?”


“Fuck you for bringing her up.”  The line went dead.


Port hung the phone back on the wall, took a deep breath and walked back into the living room.  In addition to the torn recliner there was a dark couch, sagging dramatically in the middle, and a coffee table made from two milk crates and a large piece of glass.  A picture of Jesus watching over two small children as they picked flowers under a waterfall hung on the far wall between a hissing wall heater and a pressed-board book shelf scattered with ceramic animals.  A door opened and Queenie reappeared and just before she closed the door behind her Port caught a glimpse of a black man propped upright in a chair, a ventilation tube running to the front of his throat.  His face was a frozen mask, eyes open but unmoving, and a strand of saliva dangled from his unshaven chin.  Port saw that the man was in those eyes—looking at him—but God only knew what he was thinking.


Port and Queenie made brief eye contact and he saw her begging him not to ask any questions.  I can’t bear talking with you about him, her eyes whispered to him.  Please don’t please don’t please don’t please don’t make me.

“I need to make one more phone call and then I’m going to go,” he said.  “You haven’t seen me since dropping me off after the emergency room yesterday, okay?  Seriously.”


She nodded, moved her hands on the fabric of her slacks and bolted into the kitchen as if she had forgotten to turn a burner off.  “Are you hungry?”


“Me?”  Port looked at the wall clock and walked back over to the phone.  “No.  Thank you.  Do you have some orange juice…something like that?”


He dialed a number as Queenie clanked glasses and opened and shut cabinets in the dark cave of a kitchen.


“Hanson.”


“It’s me.”


“Whose number is this that came up on the caller ID?”


Port bared his teeth and mouthed shit silently.  “It’s one of the back office numbers at the agency.  Listen…I need you to help me find someone.”


“Who?”


“Jenny Chamberlain.  I think she’s alive.”


There was a long silence, heavy with the meaning that those words conveyed, most importantly of which was that their marriage may have slammed into the ground and burned to ashes for nothing.


“How is that possible?”


“I don’t know…apparently the Bureau told everyone that she died,” he rubbed his face and smiled at Queenie as she set a glass of orange juice on the counter in front of him.  “They didn’t know who to trust I guess.”


“What does this all have to do with the dead agents at your apartment?”


“I don’t know, Bell.  They showed up asking about Jenny, looking for her, and then I think they were gonna kill me.”


“Self defense?”


“No!  Like I told you, I didn’t do anything to those guys.  Some guy showed up and popped ‘em.  I’d never seen him before in my life.  I honestly don’t know what’s going on,” he took a deep breath.  “Bell, I’m scared.”


He could actually hear her demeanor soften, like armor plating falling off and landing on the worn carpet at her feet.


“Okay, Port listen.  Give me an hour and I’ll pick you up at the Starbuck’s across from that furniture store on Grand, but if you start talking about…anything…I’ll shoot you myself.”


“Okay, I’ll be there.”


The line went dead and he slowly hung the phone up.  “Thanks for everything, Queenie,” he swallowed the orange juice, which had been diluted to the point of being nothing more than colored water.  “I don’t know what’s going to happen, but thank you.”


“I’m here if you need anything,” she said, looking down and biting her lip.


He hugged her quickly, awkwardly, and cringed as she kissed his cheek with her large, soft lips.  He immediately headed for the door but hesitated as he grabbed the knob and turned back to her.


“Okay…if anybody asks…you dropped me off at my apartment yesterday after I got my cast and then you didn’t see me again until I showed up at your door this morning.  Just a few minutes ago.  Alright?”


She nodded, “sure, okay.”


“Okay…so that’s the story.  It’ll be better for you.”  He glanced at the closed bedroom door, at the room containing Queenie’s secret life, and then back at her.  His heart hurt for her; was so overwhelmingly sad at the thought of her life, but what could he say?  How to sum up the mistake of their night together, the fate that they had amazingly escaped, and the crushing revelation of her lonely, cluttered existence—including the human statue in the next room?  “Okay.  I’ll…talk to you later.”


She nodded silently and began buttering a piece of bread as he turned and left the apartment, Jenny ambling after him down the dim hallway to the elevator.

