Annabella Renee Louise San Simeon was from the wrong side of town and, therefore, supposed to fail.  Only she never believed it—not deep in the part of her that knew that God was real, that her father didn’t really just walk out the door when she was seven, and that her tits were, in fact, amazing.  In that Plexiglas part of her brain where her truths were, bumping around in plain sight but encased, impervious to all outside stimulus, there were things that couldn’t be changed regardless of what anybody said, wrote or did.  And her eventual success in life had been one of them.

Her house growing up was in a row of leaning brownstones down in what was known as the Sangre de Cristo Basin—where Kane Street ended abruptly in a litter-plastered fence at the Raritan River, before jumping it, and continuing on up into the much more respectable Highland Park as if nothing had ever happened.  Her neighborhood looked like it had once been travelling along Kane Street, sights set on greater Middlesex County beyond the river, but had become entangled in the chain link fencing near the shore, along with the old newspapers, smashed cardboard boxes and used condoms.  The row houses, tall and dark, had simply sighed, sagged wearily, and accepted their fate—an eternity spent within sight but not within reach of the Promised Land.

And Annabella had spent her childhood squeaking back and forth on rusting swings, listening to the constant rumble of traffic along the Turnpike and watching the clouds break apart and cast bright sunbeams down onto the white houses and green parks just across the river.  It was a childhood spent in drooping hand-me-downs from her older cousins, carrying sandwiches of tasteless government cheese and bitter ketchup on Wonder bread, and skipping over potholes and broken bottles on her way to an elementary school not important enough to even be named after a marginally historic figure.  Tuthill Road Elementary, called Tithill by most of the kids on both sides of the river, was a grey brick mass that was as confusing as it was ugly.  Viewed from the air, however, the building was a perfect six-point star that added a certain geometric beauty to the surrounding straight line neighborhoods.

That’s how it went, Annabella would think later, the further you were from the basin neighborhoods, the more sense they made.  She was one of the very few who ever made it far enough away to notice.

She had spent her teen years riding in loud, beat-up cars with boys who smelled of sweat and Camel cigarettes, windows down (or broken), with a peppermint Schnapps bottle held between her bare knees.  There were nights in the basin that lasted for days, played out to soundtracks shouted by Springsteen, Mellencamp and Alice Cooper – during his Only Women Bleed pinnacle – that usually ended with her sleeping until mid-afternoon and then dragging herself, squinty-eyed to the shower to wash the stickiness from her bronze skin.  And she had grown up gorgeous with long black hair and liquid copper eyes, irises shining like new pennies, and lips so full that they never closed completely in the middle unless she wanted them to.

Even with her late evenings and largely unremembered weekends, Bella San Simeon still graduated Valedictorian from the Saint Thomas Academy for Girls on the correct side of the River—as one of seventeen “underprivileged” girls admitted, apparently, to make the school’s benefactors feel like they were doing their part for society.  Whatever the reason, she took full advantage of the opportunity and, in the process, found a young wrestler from Mercy High School—Saint T’s male counterpart two streets over—named Portnoy King.

She had been attracted by his easy, perfect smile, purposeful, muscular way of walking, and the always just-out-of-the-shower mess of hair hanging above his eyes.  He had originally caught her attention one afternoon by flipping and pinning an opponent so hard on the mat that the resounding boom shook the windows near the ceiling of the auditorium.  During her senior year, she commonly hurried down the street after school; her homemade cloth book bag slung low on one shoulder, and sat in a corner of the boy’s gymnasium to do homework.  She found the humidity of the gym comfortable on the cold afternoons, and didn’t dislike the heavy scent of the boy’s bodies while they exercised.

After the body slam that vibrated the wooden floor under her butt, causing her to look up from a calculus textbook, short pencil held in her full lips, and take notice of the solidly built boy in the tight body suit, she began showing up regularly on Tuesdays and Thursdays—practice days for the school’s State Champion wrestling team.  On certain occasions Bella would even notice him looking over at her as he struggled, veins bulging from his perfect arms, to pin yet another poor boy who was sent to do battle with him.  Once he had even smiled his toothy smile, causing her to quickly put her attention back into a book.

Theirs was a long and slow courtship dominated by her watching him twist and slither among the sweaty bodies of other boys, noticing occasionally with a hot surge in her stomach how the bulge in his wrestling leotard was very obvious when he was holding certain contorted positions, and him liking to be connected to the same floor that ran across the gym and slid underneath her plaid skirt.  After several weeks she no longer hid from his quick smiles and the intense, focused stares that he directed at her while wrestling boys who were almost as good as he was.  And she even began to smile back at him, sometimes, shyly with her dark hair covering one eye almost completely.

They didn’t speak until the first and only time that Portnoy King lost a wrestling match—one that he had no business losing.  He had the other boy in an almost indefensible full nelson, the boy’s face looking like a red, sweaty tomato, and King had looked over at Bella, smiling a this guy has no chance smile when she flashed her underwear.  Just a quick flip of her plaid skirt that almost anyone else in the gym would have dismissed as a simple repositioning of fabric, but from his angle it was an intentional glimpse up between her tanned thighs, to where they met in a flash of white that was, unmistakably, her panties clinging tightly to her body.

King’s arms went limp and he barely noticed as the grunting, freckled boy slipped from beneath him, climbed over the top of his slack shoulders and spun him over onto the mat.  Everything moved as if in a dream; motion slowed, lights became too bright, the sounds of the cheering/jeering crowd grew distant and echoing—there was only her beautiful face and smiling eyes and the vivid memory of her bright, white panties framed by perfect thighs.

“I’m Port King,” he had extended his hand to her after the match was over and the crowds had disappeared, leaving her in her normal place on the floor in the far corner of the gymnasium and him, freshly showered, standing over her.

“Is that a name or a title?”  She continued writing in a green notebook, smiling to her chest.

“I’m thinking that wasn’t fair of you,” King slid down the wall and sat next to her, their shoulders touching and her not withdrawing.

“What exactly wasn’t fair?”  She looked over directly at him and tried her best to seem uncaring, but she saw her future in this boy’s eyes.  She saw love and passion and a wedding and children and an old age surrounded by wealth and comfort.  She didn’t know how she knew it, but she knew that he was the one.  She instantly saw an end to wrapping her arms and legs around the go-nowhere boys from the basin; to sauntering down Kane Street moving her hips more than she had to while the road crews sat on dirt piles eating baloney sandwiches folded up in wax paper; to drinking until she could remember nothing but occasional flashes of light or the flipping of road signs past the windows of whatever car she was in.

“Showing me your underwear,” he said and quickly turned as red as the boy who had been in the full nelson earlier, but he didn’t look away.

She smiled, her lips parting, showing two rows of slightly crooked but very white teeth.  “If you marry me you can see them any time you want.”

“Done,” he smacked the hardwood floor with an open hand, the wet tangle of hair on his forehead bounced up and flopped back down.  “What kind of wedding do you want?”

She laughed and it was clean and genuine.

“I’m kidding,” she began sliding her textbooks into the book bag.

“I’m not,” he said.  “I’m going to film school down in Trenton starting in September.  If you can wait until I graduate, I’ll get a job in Hollywood and be able to take care of you like you’re used to.”

He had glanced at her uniform with the plaid skirt and the golden school crest embroidered on the pocket of the starched white blouse.

“Hell, Port, I’d even live on the other side of the River with you,” her cheeks now burned and she looked away, still rearranging things in her book bag.

“What is that supposed to mean?”  There was an edge to his voice that both scared her and made her want to climb into his arms.

“Nothing, I just—“

“Who said something?”

“Nobody…nothing.  I was just saying that I don’t need anything.  That’s all.”

Port looked down at his hands and she followed his gaze, noticing for the first time his short and roughly-chewed fingernails.  He saw her looking and curled his fingers up under his palms.

“I’m sorry,” Port said.  “I just get a lot of shit here, being from Edgebrook and all.”

“Oh shit!”  Bella giggled, holding her hand over her mouth.  “You thought I was...?  Oh God, that’s hilarious.  I grew up in the Sangre de Cristo Basin!”

Port quickly looked up and down Bella’s body.  She definitely fit in at Saint T’s and so he never would have guessed in a million years that she was a Basin Bitch.  Of course, he also never would have said that to her in a million years, either.  Or, so he thought when he was seventeen and madly in love with her naturally tan skin, floating copper eyes and white panties hiding under a pleated skirt.

Of course, add about fifteen years, a dead six-year old daughter and a bit too much Johnnie Walker Red, and all bets were off.

*
*
*

Poland Park Police Captain Bella Hanson excused herself from the monthly manpower meeting, which was largely a formality since the city paid whatever it had to for police services regardless of overtime hours, and had stood for a long time in front of the bathroom mirror.  Her dark hair was now streaked with grey, the kind of wiry grey that stubbornly resisted all attempts to dye it, and her once brilliant eyes had become the dull color of well-circulated pennies.

“What the fuck are you doing?”  She asked herself in a whisper, running a finger over her soft lips.  Even they were looking old close up.

She had gone through the police academy the year after Port, after they both realized the benefits of secure government jobs, and had also hired on at Poland Park.  It was a time when not many women were drawn to police work, yet also a time when local, state and federal governments were looking to boost the percentages of jobs held by women and minorities.  She had passed the Poland Park oral boards with a wink from the Chief after several minutes of strained silence where the lieutenants present weren’t sure what to ask for fear of having to fail the woman sitting across from them.

“Gentlemen, we’re gonna fuckin’ hire this fuzzbox,” Chief Roland Fens had looked each of his lieutenants in the eye prior to Bella’s arrival.  “I’m gettin’ heat from the faggots on the city council because we got no women workin’ the streets.  So fuck those bastards!  We’ll pick this bitch up and when somebody knocks the shit out of her during a traffic stop we can at least say we tried, right?”

Of course, it was the same progressive attitude by Chief Fens that lead to Bella’s first promotion.  During the Sergeant’s Board, Fens had leaned back in his chair; hands clasped behind his unusually large head, and asked her, “So, do you really think that you’re old enough to be a sergeant?”

“Well, I don’t know,” Bella King had replied coolly, making eye contact with both Fens and the head of the city’s Human Resources department.  “Do you think this department has enough money to waste it defending against an age discrimination lawsuit?”

The HR Director had glared at Chief Fens, who snapped forward in his chair and shrugged—what?—as the other man closed Bella’s file.  “Thank you for your time, Sergeant King,” he said curtly.

She had walked out smiling and as the door closed she heard Chief Fens shout, “What the fuck just happened?”

Fens only lasted another eight months and six days before collapsing from a stroke on the fourth hole of the Rooster Run Golf Course while on vacation in Georgia.  He survived but with limited mobility and a peculiar form of aphasia; the words that he was thinking that he was saying and the words that he was actually saying were very different.  The joke around the department was that the limping and dangling arm were caused by the stroke, but the aphasia was something that he had had all along.

Under the new Chief, an impeccably dressed man named Joseph Penderghast—who had huge experience and verifiable credentials but questionable personal connections—Bella had quickly moved up to Lieutenant and, about five years after Jenny Chamberlain’s death, was promoted to Captain.  In fact, that was the straw that finally broke the back of her and Port’s marriage.  Although dedicated, he had never progressed beyond Detective; bumping around between Vice, Homicide, Sex Crimes and Organized Crime, and following the Jenny Incident had left the department altogether for opportunities in the private sector.

“You and I both know that you’re only a Captain because you have a pussy,” Port had slurred at her in the middle of Red Lobster, sending his seventh beer toppling from the table and shattering on the floor as he moved to point at her.  They had gone out to celebrate her promotion to Captain and his somewhat less impressive promotion to “Chief” of the Burkwell Private Security Agency.  Bella was responsible for seven different divisions of nearly 125 sworn and support personnel, whereas Port was in charge of twenty-three private security guards, who ranged from an eighteen year-old, acne riddled stutterer to a seventy-three year-old retired janitor, as well as two obese dispatchers and eight women who made up the billing department. He had a personal secretary, though—a large black woman from the temp agency named Queenie Marriott—and it seemed to be the only thing that he could hold up to defend himself against his wife’s success.

“Let’s go Port,” she had stood and picked up her purse, which he clumsily smacked out of her hand, sending her wallet, several tampons and a revolver clattering across the floor of the restaurant.  “That’s it, you stupid bastard!”

And that was it.  Bella had hurried around the nearby tables—thick with uncomfortable diners—picking up her things, breaking one high heel in the process, and then clump-stepping out of the restaurant, leaving Port staring after her with his wavering, blood-shot eyes and heavy drunken breathing.

“Fine!”  He had waited until the double doors closed behind her before adding, “You dumb cunt!”

Annabella Renee Louise San Simeon-King, Police Captain for the City of Poland Park, had sat behind the wheel of her white Mercury Mountaineer in the parking lot, bathed in the pink glow of the Red Lobster sign, and had cried like she hadn’t done since she was a kid back in the neighborhood.  She wept violently for the loss of her handsome wrestler—the one with the easy smile and unruly tangle of wet hair—who had somehow fallen out of Portnoy at some point as he ambled through life.  As if her husband had gotten up one morning and just left him behind on the bed to slowly dissipate like the imprint of a sweaty body on dark sheets.  Probably to fade back into that humid, musky gymnasium where Annalisa never died and Jenny Chamberlain never happened and Bella never stopped desiring Port’s hands on her body.  Where he never lost.

She could see it all clearly now and wondered how it had escaped her so easily before.  Annalisa’s death had scooped his insides out, leaving nothing but a dry, hollow shell behind.  Everything that she loved about Port King had poured from of his eyes and nose and mouth that morning in Ball Harbor as he screamed silently in the green kitchen of their house, the small body cooling in his arms, as the salty Atlantic wind rapped the open door against the edge of the counter over and over and over again.

And even those final charred remnants that she clung to, which were really nothing more than flickering shadows in his eyes, had themselves been blown away like ashes the day that some phantom floated through Port’s hand-picked gauntlet and killed that girl at the motel on Asbury Avenue.

How could she have been so blind?

The man that she left sitting in the restaurant, staring his heavy-lidded alcohol stare, was no more her husband than the glistening bones, separated muscle and hastily piled flesh had been her daughter following the organ harvest.  Pain surged up through her belly, bursting through her soul and gripping her heart with icy fingers as that reality collided with her own self-deception—knocking her off course and into a spiral from which she feared she might never recover.

Bella had now truly lost everyone.

She was alone again, swaying back and forth on that rusted swing behind the weary brownstones on Kane Street, watching tearfully as God smiled down on everything—just as long as you were across that damned River.  And the all-encompassing belief that her life would turn out good had somehow escaped her, leaving behind the once-impenetrable Plexiglas box of her truths, broken and empty.

Several months later while still in the midst of that crushing depression and the divorce from Port—made all the more unbearable because of his absolute and silent surrender—she had met a New Jersey State Trooper named William Hanson at a D.A.R.E. presentation at Mercy High School in Highland Park, of all places.  He was very tall, had green eyes that glowed like neon when the sun hit them just right, and filled out his uniform perfectly like it had been custom made just for his muscular frame.

“I’m Billy Hanson, ma’am,” he said, shaking her hand tightly like she was another man but holding it a fraction longer than he would have had she been.

“Bella King,” she said, barely noticing him because her eyes were held to the far horizon.  

Across the dishwater grey River a crane sat idly next to the row houses of Sangre de Cristo, a wrecking ball hanging like a ridiculously large lead fishing weight just above the ground.  She could make out no movement in or around the crane and thought that she could see yellow plastic caution tape flapping in the wind over every gaping doorway.  Maybe it was just wishful thinking that they were going to smash the whole neighborhood to rubble and haul it the hell away—along with all its ghosts.  She could see, with an odd pang of sorrow that the crane sat right where the old candy-striped swing set used to be.  

She was just wondering if somebody had actually bothered to haul it away, loading it up into a pickup like the rusted skeleton of some big, metal insect, or if the crane had simply parked on it, crushing the poles and the cracked, pinching plastic seats into the dirt beneath its tank tracks, when the Trooper playfully put his arm around her shoulders.

“They’re finally gonna to turn it into somethin’ over there,” he said.

“Excuse me, Trooper,” she shrugged his arm off but felt something stir deep in her stomach at the sight of his large smile hovering above her.  There was a sudden attraction that was as indistinct as it was powerful—like a spotlight in heavy fog.  She knew without a doubt that it was there, that it was huge and intense but she couldn’t pinpoint exactly where it was coming from.

“Hanson,” he looked down directly into her dark eyes.  “Trooper Hanson.  But you can call me Billy, ma’am.”

“Okay Billy,” he seemed reckless and immature, but…in the same way that her young wrestler Port had been reckless and immature.  Full of humor and passion, flashing smiles that carried messages as obvious as if an LED display was scrolling across his forehead.  “If you want to talk to me I’ve got two rules.”

“Shoot.”

“One.  Don’t ever call me ma’am,” she noticed the intense emerald glow of his eyes for the first time and felt a not-unpleasant weakness radiating through her stomach and legs.  “Two.  Don’t ever touch me without permission.”

“Okay, I….”

“And three,” she interrupted.  “Don’t look at me like that.”

“I don’t know how else to look, ma’…Captain…but I know I really like what I see.  And you said two rules.”

“You can call me Bella,” she looked away, smiling.

“Yes, ma’am…shit…Bella.”

“Do you know what’s going on over there?”  She tilted her head toward the River, noticing him glance at her smooth neck for the briefest moment before adjusting his gaze to the distant, tired neighborhood.

“Yeah, my brother-in-law works for Shert and Backus, the company doin’ the demo.  I guess they’re puttin’ in a bunch of those loft apartments with the stores downstairs.  You know the type?  Supposed to be good for the property value or somethin’.  Hell…ain’t nothin’ valuable over there.”

Bella had stared for a long time, running memories of the Basin through her head as fast as she could, herding them along…purging them…feeling the years dissipating into thin air like the little computer icon when she emptied the trash on her desktop; little crumpled pieces of paper flying slowly up and dissolving into nothing.

“No…not any more,” she agreed before turning and walking back up the grassy hill toward the school parking lot and her unmarked cruiser.  “You coming?”

“Where to?”  He had shaded his eyes with one wide hand, watching her walk up the hill.  Goddamn she had a great ass.

She shrugged, full lips separating to reveal very white teeth.  “I could go for an iced mocha.  You buying?”

The trooper had looked at her—at her eyes shining like pennies as they reflected the sun, at the curve of her hips under the dark uniform pants, and then down at the grass for a moment—eyes drifting side to side as he thought.  He was trying to determine every possible outcome to this situation and, after not finding any real downside shrugged and said, “Sure.  Why not.”

He would later admit that marrying the gorgeous Poland Park Captain fourteen months later had definitely not been one of the possible outcomes in that moment on the grassy hill.  Aw, what the hell, he had once said when telling their story during some humid summer barbecue, thick with cops trying their best to look relaxed in Bermuda shorts and starched Hawaiian shirts or dark Ts.  If you try to consider every possible outcome of a situation, the thing that ends up happening will never—never match any of your ideas.

And now here she was, following the reflected lines of her face in the bathroom mirror—a face that resembled someone she had known a very long time ago—and her hands trembled.  The words that Billy had tossed off so trivially as he swung an empty Heineken bottle between his thumb and forefinger in some smoky back yard—the fading daylight and early stars fighting for position in the cooling sky above him—spoke to the only truth that Bella still believed anymore.

She smiled with no emotion, watching the creases around her eyes deepen, then relaxed and let her lips slowly overtake her teeth again.  Port needed her, she really understood that, but the position that he was putting her in was an impossible one.  Even several very happy and very fulfilling years of marriage to Billy—and her deep, deep love for the tall man—couldn’t quite blot out the glow of her stubborn love of Portnoy King.  As much as she attempted to deny it in herself, it was like looking at a solar eclipse and trying to see only the black circle of the moon but not the fiery corona of the sun around it.  One could really only be seen within the context of the other.  

Oh but then there was the crazy Portnoy King to consider.  The man so eaten by sadness and guilt and self-hatred that delusions had developed—wrapped in suicidal depressions and dotted with bursts of anger that left glittering shards of glass on the floor, dusty holes in the sheetrock and Bella, face in her hands, waiting for that single concussion of a pistol somewhere in the house that would finally free them both.  That was the Portnoy King who had confessed one night, while slumped on the living room floor, half naked and covered with dark, loamy soil from an overturned potted plant, that he was being haunted by the ghost of the Chamberlain girl.

“You need help,” Bella had exhaled heavily, still out of breath and sweating from righting the furniture that he had knocked over during his latest drunken tirade.

“She’s here now…watching you.”

“Then tell her to help me clean up this fuckin’ living room.”

And she would often catch him staring off into dark corners of the house or glancing into the rear view mirror at the empty back seat or flicking his eyes between her and something just beyond her whenever they talked.  This last habit bothered her the most because until she had learned to ignore it she was forever looking over her shoulder, only to find emptiness behind her and him looking almost embarrassed when she turned back around.  The only problem was that that Portnoy King also still resembled the love of her life…the man who had been her best friend and lover since she was seventeen years old and her husband since she had turned nineteen.  And there were times when he would come back.  His face, contorted with rage and pain, would just suddenly soften and then he would be there, apologizing and sobbing and talking of their future once he could just “get things together.”  Just like that he could be the Port that she loved again—like a switch was being flipped somewhere in his miserable soul.  But as their final dinner together at the Red Lobster approached, his moments of clarity and sobriety grew much less frequent, and she realized later that a tension had started building in her stomach.  As if she were unconsciously anticipating some sort of climax—some final blow-up that would detonate their relationship and shower its dark debris down all around them.

“I’m glad at least that Annalisa’s not here to see what’s happened to us,” she had said to him across the wide oak table in her attorney’s conference room, her voice low, weighted with sadness and finality.

Port was slumped in a high-backed chair a million miles from her, nothing but empty seats on either side of him which made him look so very small.  “Do you really understand so little, Bella?  Seriously?”

She had broken his gaze and looked down at her own hands on the shining table, fingers tightly together, hands side-by-side.  I guess so, she thought, feeling like a child who had just been chastised by a parent’s quickly flashed expression.  It wasn’t until months later that she awoke in the middle of the night, Billy’s warm arm draped across her bare hips—his breathing quiet and even in the darkness—that she understood what Port meant.  Her tears had then streamed down onto the pillow until the sun glowed in the windows to the east, its light growing in intensity until it finally started creeping across the carpet in bright geometric patterns with hard-cut lines of light and shadow that eventually reached the bed.  The mechanical sound of Billy’s breathing had been broken only occasionally by her wet sniffing and intermittent deep sighs.

Please God…she began a silent prayer, turning from the mirror and reaching for the heavy bathroom door, but realized that she had nothing else to say to Him.  Bella walked across the narrow crowded hall to the stairs and then down to the department’s underground parking garage.

*
*
*


Port ordered a small black coffee (“You mean a tall,” the girl in the green apron had corrected him seriously) and a venti iced mocha for Bella.  He knew the chance that he was taking…that she was taking…was enormous and understood very well that he had no right to have even called her in the first place.  And guilt now gnawed at his empty stomach for bringing Annalisa up in the conversation before even determining if he needed to drop that particular bomb or not.  Looking back on it, it had probably been about as smooth as hunting caged rabbits with a double-barreled shotgun.  Maybe just as much overkill, too.


“A tall black Kenyan roast and a venti iced mocha,” a man spun behind the counter and set two cups out before disappearing back behind the big stainless steel behemoth covered with knobs, gauges and vents belching steam.


Port reached for both but discovered that he couldn’t grasp a cup with his casted right hand.  He moved it one way, twisted it, moved the cup a little with his fingertips, looked briefly toward the ceiling and then just walked out with the iced mocha, leaving his own coffee steaming on the small round countertop.


Outside on the street he tried to blend into a tall juniper bush while waiting for Bella to show up.  His face grew hot as he started to feel like everyone was watching him; the woman pushing the stroller down the sidewalk toward the little park where the wooden play structure always smelled of creosote on hot days, the cab driver looking over the top of his folded Farsi newspaper, the well-dressed couple leaving the coffee shop and arguing whether Burton Fastgate was really capable of beating President Gatton in November, the homeless man across the street wearing the sandwich board sign declaring that Grand Avenue Furniture Outlet was going out of business—And This Time We Mean It!—hell, even the elderly woman leaning out of a third story window to water a small planter box seemed to be looking at him a little too much.

Port gently shook the drink in his hand, watching the tan color in the top half slowly mix with the dark brown syrup at the bottom of the cup—would it really have been so much goddamn trouble for them to at least stir it?  He looked back up just as Bella’s black Crown Victoria approached from 17th Street, pulling over to the no parking zone in front of the Starbucks where she quickly motioned him over.


“Hey,” he said, sliding into the tan cloth seat next to her.


“Hey,” she responded, checking over her shoulder before pulling back into traffic.


She then caught him glancing into the empty back seat but didn’t say anything; didn’t want to know if the stupid dead girl was there.


“Here, this is for you,” he said and her face softened just a bit, something like regret flashed in her copper eyes.


“Thanks.  Where do you want to go talk?”


“Um…how about the parking lot at Saint Ts.”


Port had the hyper vigilance of any truly great cop, honed by a childhood spent unconsciously weighing the inflexions, tics and seemingly most insignificant eye movements of his violently alcoholic parents.  Growing up in the King house in Edgebrook was a hazardous business, you never knew from where—or from whom—the next slap, kick or tearful, bloodshot hug would come from.  And in the exact same way that he grew to know when his father’s scarred hand was about to appear out of nowhere and connect jarringly with the side of his head—setting bright sparks adrift in his vision—he knew that he was currently being screwed by Bella.  That tiny, microscopic, infinitesimal quiver of her lower lip as his mouth formed the word Saint gave her away.  She had already known that he would pick that parking lot—before she had asked, before she had pulled up, and before she had even left the police station.  Goddammit.


“Annabella…why?”


She glanced over and saw his crestfallen expression and the slump in his shoulders as he bounced in the seat, resting the Starbucks cup on one knee and his fresh black cast on the other.  Her chest, up to that point held tight and frozen under her uniform blouse, melted so suddenly down into the buzzing vacuum of her stomach that it caught her off guard and an instantaneous sadness welled in her; filled her completely.  There’s no easy answer to that question.  In between the eyeball numbing PowerPoint presentation at the manpower meeting and her long moments in front of the bathroom mirror she had dialed Billy’s cell phone.


He called me.


And?


He wants to meet.


Where?


The Starbucks on Grand.


Don’t go.


You know I have to.


How do you want to do this?


We’ll end up in the parking lot of Saint Thomas, near Mercy.  You know the place.


We’ll be ready, try to get him in the open.  Like down by the river.


Okay.


But now, watching him sit passively, defeated really, in the seat next to her, she suddenly regretted everything.  Not just this moment—driving him ever closer to an open green field surrounded by hidden men with glinting rifle scopes—but truly everything.  Something secret and deep burst open in her brain, spilling moments like scattered photographs in her consciousness.  A solid warm ball grew in her throat, sizzling painfully, and she suddenly found it hard to take a breath as tears spilled down her cheeks.  

She had blamed Portnoy for Annalisa dying; had continued blaming Portnoy for it.  Oh the guilt over that misplaced blame had been great and debilitating, but she had allowed it to grow in her, to harden her, to fester in her breast because a hatred of Port was so much more tangible and satisfying than a fist shaken towards an open, silent sky.  And she had watched with pained satisfaction as he broke down and bled out right there in the middle of his life.  Losing their daughter—having her die in his helpless arms—made him need her and she had, out of necessity, shunned him cruelly and completely.

And then, with the death of the Chamberlain girl—once again, right in his arms—Bella had watched the last cables tethering her husband to his own heart simply snap and disappear.  His eyes grew dim, his muscles softened and got fat, he began drinking and raging and hallucinating and dying right in front of her.  And she had wanted to reach out to him, to hold him close, to kiss him and wrap him up in her arms and legs and tell him you are my savior Port you are my man and my hero and I need you to help me and to protect me; but she couldn’t do it.  The walls within her were just too high by that time and she feared truly feeling the absence of Annalisa; after so much time had passed she knew that the very idea of her daughter would have grown like a monster, towering above her and casting dark, cold shadows across her thoughts, dreams and life.  She was terrified of welcoming the overwhelming pain and grief back into her life and the only way that she found to keep it all at bay was to continually sacrifice the man whom she had loved more than anyone or anything—except herself.


She thought crazily that it was like the joke that her grandfather used to tell about two campers trapped in a tent by a grizzly.  One noticed the other lacing up his boots and said, “Don’t be stupid!  You can’t possibly think you can outrun a bear!”  To which the other replied, “I don’t have to outrun the bear.  I just have to outrun you.”


She had definitely outrun Port—had watched his pleading eyes staring after her as he got mauled and killed by the hulking reality of their loss—and the guilt and sadness over it was crushing her now as she drove him to that field by the river.  Ironic in that it would all happen within sight of the Sangre de Cristo Basin, which would drive a nail right into the realization that she had never made it out of that slimy, back-stabbing shithole of a neighborhood.  Not really.


“Oh Port,” her tight throat reduced the words to a squeaky whisper; tears now falling freely from her chin, and her nose ran like two shiny ribbons.  “Oh God I’m so, so sorry.”


She sobbed loudly as she drove, clearing her eyes and nose with shaky swipes of the back of her hand as Port just sat and stared straight ahead.  He considered jumping from the moving car at the next opportunity and running off into the crowded streets of the city or perhaps lunging for her gun and holding her hostage until…until what?  They would eventually find him and if he provoked them they would kill him; in a city fat with cops who believed that he had murdered two FBI agents…they wouldn’t need much provoking.

So Portnoy King settled back into the seat, careful not to spill the drink, and watched his ex-wife’s body convulse, tears and snot and saliva pouring out of her as they hurtled back toward the place where they had begun so many, many years before.


And all he could think about now was how beautiful she was—how beautiful she had always been.
