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 “You make me twist and crawl”
– English Beat, Twist & Crawl

Cinema 21 was one of Portland’s few single screen theaters.  It was a bit

more traditional – no tables, no pizza.  It provided a steady diet of

independent films and classics.  A quick search showed that they were still

in business and were currently showing Ruby Kiss.  Which appeared to be a

documentary on lesbianism in vampire films.  That, at the very least, would

be entertaining.  The next showing wasn't for a couple of hours, plenty of

time to scope out the landscape, and work up my nerve.

My whole life I’ve been deathly shy.  If left to my natural inclinations, I’m

content to keep to a tight circle of friends, and interact in the most casual

way with everyone else.  Meeting people, or talking to strangers, makes me

feel uncomfortable.  A ringing phone can make my guts twist.  It may be my

natural state, but that doesn’t mean that I like it that way.  In my late teens, I

decided if I wanted to get anything done in this world, I would have to fight

my instincts.  Sadly, it doesn’t get any easier with time.   I have to

constantly remind myself the reward is greater.

I paid the check and left.  It wouldn’t pay to get to the theater too quickly.  It

wasn’t that far from Becks’ last address, and I was more than familiar with

the area.  My chances of running into someone I knew would be much

greater.  I could have chosen to bide my time in the pub, but I was itching to

see the city.  I wanted to see if I could find anything that felt like home.

I took my time driving around town. The Willamette River bisects the city,

and there are a series of bridges that hold the two sides together, like staples,

or sutures down a wound.  I laced my way up the river, crossing each bridge
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listening to the different sound each bridge makes.    I drove up into the

hills, in the direction of the Zoo and, ultimately the cemetery.

Cemeteries fascinate me, though I have no desire to be buried in one, or

leave any permanent marker that I had ever been here.  I don’t share our

culture’s morbid taste for bones – saving them against need in the ground.  I

do enjoy walking in cemeteries.  It is our contradictions that make us

interesting.  At the top of the hill I saw a couple of Goth teens having a

picnic.  That brought a smile to my face.

I always liked goths.  I found their affected depression cute.  It started as an

offshoot of punk and the new wave, and grew into a scene of its own right.

Its themes and fashions focus on the darker side of life:  death, loss,

forbidden love, sweeping sadness – all the things that appeal to a teen.

Making out in the graveyard would play into all of that.

There was no point in disturbing young love.  I changed direction before

they could notice me, and let Cities in Dust, by Siouxsie and the Banshees

drift into my head.  I wandered amongst the stones.  Each marker told a

story in a symbol and a handful of words.  This person lived a long life, with

fresh flowers on the ground.  Here was a family buried together – mother,

father, and two sons – all died the same year.   There were graves of people

who died more than a hundred years ago with neat graves and new flowers.

I could only imagine that they had been adopted by some organization.

Sooner than I thought I would, I came across the stone of Judy Alice Quinn

– Travel Agent, wife, karaoke lover, and hit & run victim.  She’d been hit

crossing the street – tragic and random.  I hadn’t been looking for that

particular headstone, but I knew my meander would eventually take me

there.
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I’d only been here twice, once for the funeral, and once when I left.  Becks

had been with me for the funeral.  After everyone else had left, I pulled a

ring from my pocket and pushed it into the dirt by the headstone.

“What was that?” she had asked.

 “A token of my life before this one.  Time I said goodbye to that too.” I had

answered.  It was my class ring.

“From when you were in the Army?”  She asked.  I knew she was curious

about that part of my life, but I rarely talked about it.

“Yes,” I had answered.

A fact drifted to the top of my memory: 16,716 eggs were consumed at West

Point in 1913.  They had taught the Plebs to remember things like that.

“You couldn’t have been in that long?”  I think she had harbored the thought

I had done something to get thrown out.

“Just over two years, after I graduated.”  I said.  “I’d planned on making it a

career.”

“Why didn’t you?”  She asked.

“My father died, and my mother got cancer.  I was given a compassionate

discharge so I could take care of her.  After she died, I thought I might go

back.”
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“Thanks!”  He said again, this time with a big smile.

I walked out into the light.  I paused to let my eyes adjust and get my

bearings.  I needed to decide on my next step.  I would need to pay a visit to

The Anchor, based on what he had said.  Reno’s as well, if it were still

around.  It would be hours before that would be practical.  It was just after 4

o’clock and I would want to let them fill up a bit more.  I wandered back to

the high street and started wandering.

I reached into my pocket and searched vainly for my radio – my last one had

not made the trip back with me.  I would need to fix that.  In the old days, it

would have been an automatic part of my wardrobe.  I would go about my

day listening to a constant stream of NPR and local news.  I’m a patient

man, and can easily lose myself in thought for hours.  Still, the feed of

information would be nice.

I found a shop that sold a radio little bigger than the AAA battery that

powered it. There were smaller ones, but they ran on watch batteries.  They

wouldn’t last as long, and would be harder to replace.   This one was still a

good size, easily hidden in my hand or tucked in a pocket.  I liked small

gadgets and over the last few years it mattered even more.  When you are

never in one location for long, size and weight matter.  I would happily

sacrifice performance if it could be quickly and easily packed and carried –

and be willing to pay a premium for it.

I turned on the radio and hung one of the ear buds in my left ear.  The other

I tucked into my shirt pocket.  Misunderstanding, by Genesis, was playing

on what I assumed was an oldies station.   I walked several blocks to stretch

out my legs, then I looked for a place to install myself for the next few

hours.  I picked a coffee shop that had been converted from an old house.
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I went into what would have been the living room.  A half door was open

with a man on the other side taking orders, tall with a little padding.  His t-

shirt had the name of the place, Java Vivace, and bottom half of a tattoo

stuck out from below one of the sleeves.  An olive branch was on one side, a

baseball bat on the other – the Ramones.

It’s easy to dismiss the Ramones as just another punk group, or even a

novelty act, but that was selling them short.  They were there at the

beginning, before punk had a name.  They were smarter than their song titles

let on – Now I Wanna Sniff Some Glue or I Wanna Be Sedated.  I saw them

perform live once.  They played fast and hard.  They’d be into the next song

before I knew what the last one was.

“What can I get you?”  He asked.

“Just a Latte,” I said.

“What size?” He asked.

“Whatever you call medium,” I told him.

“Foam?” He asked.

“Surprise me,” I said.

“Right-o,” he said.  “It will be up in a minute.”

I paid, and when my coffee was ready, I climbed the stair to the second

floor.  The upper rooms now contained chairs and couches, but it was easy

to see their original purpose.  Joni Mitchell was singing Free Man in Paris.
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There are cities like that, crackling with some kind of intangible energy.

You can step off the plane and feel something as soon as your feet hit the

ground.  These are the iconic cities of the world.  Portland isn’t one of them.

It seduces you slowly with its landscape, and people.

I found a seat in what used to be the master bedroom in a large comfortable

chair beside the window.   There would be little chance I would be seen, this

time.  People going about their business rarely look up above their eye-level,

and rarely into others windows.  Urban living requires us to choose not to

see everything that goes on around us.  It’s the way we maintain some sense

of privacy in a world where everyone is nearby.

I took out the phone and notebook once again.  I began by verifying the

location and hours of The Anchor and of Reno’s.   Then I began the task of

tracking down Wilson and Ray.  Ray didn’t leave many crumbs, but more

than Becks.  I found his email address and two possibilities for his home

number.  Wilson on the other hand, lived his life in public eye, probably

more than he realized.  I dug up his home phone, home address, studio

address, gallery of his current show, his public email address, the private

email address he probably thought only his friends knew, some of the

websites he frequented (through his posts to them), and his cell phone

number.

There would be too much risk in contacting Wilson first.   If Amy was still

mad at me, then I couldn’t see Wilson being any better disposed to me.  It

would be best if I found some sort of in, rather than contacting him directly.

Ray, on the other hand, never particularly liked me; in his odd way he

considered me a rival.  He’d rarely been rude to my face, but it was always

there below the surface.  I’d need to contact him face to face.  I would be too

easy for him to blow me off.
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A young couple was sitting together on the couch against the far wall.  They

were lost in a private world that only included the two of them.  No matter

what they did they always maintained at least one point of contact between

them.  Both were wearing an interpretation of a Japanese school uniform;

their hair was an impossible shade of blue.  Both were reading manga.

I remembered an article I had once read by a Japanese CEO.  It argued that

as the world becomes more interconnected, then perspective and culture

would become exportable commodities.  When the borders fade and

information is readily available, people will hunger for things that provide

context and an experience. It’s not hard to see it everywhere from the

growth of theme restaurants, to the popularity of niche websites, to the

thriving of different musical scenes – punk, rockabilly, lounge, etc.

Unfortunately for me, it wasn’t true of what seemed to be coming through

my radio.  Most of the time I listened to the news.  Occasionally I would

switch to music so I could digest what I had heard.  It was clear that the

great media consolidation that had been in progress when I left had not

stopped.  Music was one of the few things that kept me connected me to the

world, and I had taken a large and eclectic collection with me.

While I had thousands of songs and hundreds of albums to pick from, I

didn’t have that random discovery that radio can provide.  I’ll never forget

the first time I heard Richard Thompson’s Why Must I Plead.   I was

working late, just getting ready to head for home, and it came in over the

radio.  It glued me to my chair.  I couldn’t get up until I heard the whole

thing, and learned what song it was.  It felt like he was singing about the

bitter end of my life.  It was before I met Judy, but it was universal.  I ran

off to Everyday Music that night and bought the album.  When things got
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bad with Judy I would listen to it.  I’m sure I wasn’t the only man who

found solace in it.

While my lizard-brain was busy listening to news and music, I cataloged

every place and person I could associate with Becks.  I listed the name and

relationship of each person.  Each time I thought the list was complete, I

would review it and plumb my memory, and revise the list again.  Becks

was a private person, but the list had a fair number of names on it.  It’s very

hard to lead a disconnected life – there are friends, family, coworkers, and

the others that you interact with regularly.

Once my list was reasonably complete, I methodically went about

determining what information I could glean from public sources.  I would

write down the phone number, address, email, and anything else I was able

to find.  Two-thirds of the list had something written next to the name.  If I

couldn’t find Becks directly, then I’d approach Simone, Ray, and then

Wilson.  If they weren’t receptive, then I would go through this list and find

an ally.  When I’d completed the exercise, the sky was dark, and I was

beginning to get peckish.  It was still a bit early for dinner.  It was, however,

late enough to consider going to The Anchor.


