


“Love is a burning thing”
— Johnny Cash, Ring of Fire

It didn’t take much longer than the quarter of an hour I had told Ray it
would to get to Becks neighborhood. I had to bend a few rules of the road,
and lost a few friends amongst my fellow motorists in the process. The
address Ray gave me wasn’t that far from where Becks had lived before —
less than six blocks from the theater. It was a small group of Spanish style
apartments that surrounded a common space. Too small to be called a
courtyard, but more space than was strictly needed to allow access to the

different front doors.

Ray was waiting on the street, at the base of the small steps that lead up to
the mini-courtyard. I left the bag on the seat. I doubted I would need any of

its contents immediately, but I didn’t bother locking the door.

Ray was pacing back and forth. I don’t know how rattled he’d been when
he called, but I don’t think the wait helped him at all. It wasn’t a look I was
used to seeing on Ray. He might have been a bit of a hothead, but I don’t
think I had really ever seen him like this.

“What’s up?” I didn’t bother with the formalities.

“Look.” He said.

He walked me up to the door of what I presumes was Becks’ apartment.
The door was closed. I looked back at Ray and raised my eyebrows in a
question. He pushed against the door. It swung open. The bolt-hole for the

deadbolt was torn out on the inside. I looked at Ray.
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“Have you been inside?” I asked. I had a queasy feeling in the pit of my

stomach.

He shook his head. “No. I called her when I got off work.”

“No answer?” I asked.

“Disconnected,” he said.

I didn’t like the sound of that. I push the bad thoughts down again. I
needed to get the facts.

“I drove over,” he said, “I knocked on the door and I saw that. I...got

no...didn’t know what to do. I called you.”

Maybe I had gotten through to him. If it had been me, I would have called
Wilson, or the police. I opened the door the rest of the way and stepped
inside.

“Should we do that?” Ray asked.

Not many people have been in this kind of situation, so it wasn’t really his

fault, but the question annoyed me. I shot him a look.

“We attract more attention loitering outside her door at night,” I said. “Get

in.” 1 kept my voice low and conversational.

It takes more than a little force to break open a door, but there was no

obvious damage to its surface. As we stepped in, I felt the wood around the
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door jam. It was softer than it should have been. My nail easily tore away a

small piece of wood. It crumbled easily as I squeezed it — dry rot.

“What was that?” Ray asked.

“Nothing.” I told him. “Just habit.”

“Hubh...” he said and stopped when he saw the room.

It was easy to see that this was a place Becks inhabited. Everything I saw
had the feeling of things that could be hers. An autographed copy of Judas
Priest’s Turbo hung on the wall. She loved that album more than was
reasonable. An easel stood in the corner. A blank canvas sat on it. There
were more canvases behind it. Then there were things that I knew were
hers. I walked over to the short bookshelf. A statue of a dog sat there. It
was been her favorite of Wilson’s work. There was a ribbon hanging
around its neck, with something gold pinned to it. It was an Egyptian god —

Sekbet. I had given it to her, and she still kept it.

Even if I’d been there before, I might not have recognized the layout of the
apartment. Becks would rearrange, redecorate, or exchange items regularly.
If she was happy, she might paint a room. If she were sad, she would
reorganize the furniture. Any reason would do. There would always be

some surprise whenever I came over.

“Ray,” I said.

He was still standing in the middle of the room. His eyes didn’t seem to be

focusing on anything.

71



sometime. Becks has been associating herself with them for a bit now,

right?”

“I guess,” Ray said.

“So it seems pretty reasonable that they went back home.” I told him.

“How do you know she’s there?” he asked.

“I don’t Ray.” I'said. “It’s a gamble, but it makes sense.”

I couldn’t look at the apartment and believe that Becks would not have

contacted Wilson, if she were still in town.

“So that’s what I’m going to do,” I said, “but I’ve got a problem Ray. I
don’t have enough to go on. I’ve got to talk to someone who knows him
better than you do.”

“Becks was the only one,” he said. “Don’t know anyone else.”

Ray had started to get his head about him, and was being less helpful. I just
needed to be pointed in the right direction, and then Ray could see what

good it would do to stand in my way.

“Maybe,” I said, “but I’ll bet you know someone who knows someone, or

someplace he hung out.”

The last part got a look from Ray. It hit me what he might be holding out.

“Ray?” I asked, “is there someplace he would take Becks?”
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“Hmmm,” Ray made a show of thinking. “There was a billy-club she
mentioned going to. Could be other people in the scene said they saw them

there.”

“Name?” I prodded.

“RadSkull,” he said. “It’s on the east side.”

That was all I needed, I wanted to get moving and away from Ray. I had
enough to find the club, and then find someone who could tell me what I
needed to know. I walked into Becks bedroom. I grabbed one of the socks
that had been flung on the floor. I put it over my right hand and walked

back to the front door.

I closed my eyes, and pictured myself walking in though the door. I walked
as the shadow of myself in my memory. Everything I touched or might
have touched, I wiped with the sock. My memory isn’t perfect, but it is very
good. I didn’t want to leave anything that was immediately traceable back
to myself. I didn’t want to raise any red flags with the kind of people who
ask questions. That would be a check I couldn’t afford to cash. I didn’t
worry about all of the minor traces I might leave: hair, fibers, etc. If they
wanted to track me down the hard way, that was fine, but I wasn’t going to

hand myself over on a silver platter.
The whole time Ray watched me in silence. He probably thought I was
covering both of our tracks. I wasn’t deliberately leaving his, but I wasn’t

making any special effort.

“Hey!” he said, getting my attention.
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I kept at my task, but looked back at him.

“I think I should be the one to go to LA,” he said.

That was the last thing I needed. I wanted to grab him by his collar and
push him up against the wall. Tell him to stay out of it — this is what I knew
how to do. He’d just screw this up and wouldn’t do Becks any good. I bit
my tongue instead. Ordering Ray to do anything would have the opposite

effect. I put my hand on his arm, and tried to muster the look of an ally.

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea.” I said. “You said it yourself, we don’t
even know if she is there. It could just be a wild goose chase. 7 don’t have

anything to lose; got no roots back here yet. You’ve got a job.”

I had been going to say he had responsibilities, but thought better of it,

“There are people who count on you,” I said. “Let me do this part.”

I wasn’t sure he was buying it. I was going to have to sell it a little harder.

“Let me be the one to waste money on a plane ticket,” I said. “And there
needs to be someone up here who can keep an eye out — someone she’d be
willing to talk too. Just now, I’m not that man, right?” That got a chuckle

and a nod from him.

“So, let me be the one to do this for you, OK?” I said. “You keep looking
for her up here. You’ve got the contacts for that. It might not be a bad idea

to call the police.”

“Naw,” he said. “We can handle this, right?”
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I don’t think Ray had ever been in any serious trouble, but he had always

seemed to have an institutional dislike of the authorities.

“You’re right,” I said. “It’s your call of how to handle this. If you do, just
wait until tomorrow before you do. It’s probably not a good idea to say you
had been inside, you know? Just say that you found the door this way and

decided to call. OK? It’s your call how you want to handle it. Deal?”

“I’ll take care of it,” he assured me. “You got plenty of leg work to do.”

He decided to follow the trail of crumbs I laid down. He might change his
mind, but now I had a head start. Once he got back in the normal swing of

his life, it would be harder for him to change his mind.

“Thanks, Ray.” I said. “Give me a two days, and I'll let you know what I’ve

found.”

He nodded. I gave the apartment one last scan — there was nothing left to do

there. I turned and gave the doorknob a wipe as I left.

I turned the sock inside upon itself. I wanted to chuck it here, so it could not
be found on me, but it would be too easily found here. I put the sock into
my coat pocket. I’d find somewhere else to lose it. This was just the
standard paranoia. If I thought there was a good chance I’d be connected
with all this, I’d have bought a replacement set of clothes and dumped every

single thing I was wearing. I felt no need to take it that far.

I walked back to the car as though I was a man who had just visited a friend
— nothing out of the ordinary, nothing to pay any attention to. After quickly

checking that everything was where I left them, I drove off. I didn’t know
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where I was going yet, but I didn’t want to loiter. I found a dark spot where
I could pull over, and called information. The RadSkull was deep in the
Eastside — a part of town I never knew that well. I had to get the map from
the glove box. My memory is good, but it is far from perfect, and 1 had
been away for a while. Some things were so familiar that it felt like I had

never left. Other parts felt alien, as though I had never been here.

I don’t want to contemplate what it would be like to have a perfect memory.
I already remember too much as it is. All those conversations, facts, and
sights rumble around inside my head. I can never predict when one of them
will come up to the surface. There are times when they all come back at me
in a rush and I cannot control it. Memory after memory of my failures and
mistakes come at me like a seizure. It would be even worse if I could
remember them in perfect detail. Like a bad trip I just have to wait for it to

pass.

In most cities you can classify broad swaths of the city. One part is upscale,
and another is poorer. One part is residential, and another is corporate.
Portland defies such easy generalizations. I drove to an area that was more
industrial than not, but there were still shops and homes. Based on the
people I saw loitering outside, it was a crowd that took their scene very
seriously. I wasn’t dressed for the part, so there was no point in pretending.

They’d just have to take me as I was.

The man at the door looked me up and down, but didn’t say a word.
Probably wondering what a mundane was doing there. He took my money
without any argument. It was still early, so it wasn’t that crowded. There
was a band playing, and putting on a good show. A man with a blond
pompadour was standing on the upright bass as it was being played. He was
playing what sounded like the chorus of Ring of Fire from a small trumpet.
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I walked over to the bar. The bartender was wearing jeans, red flannel shirt,

and was sporting a ducktail.

“A little early for that sort of thing.” I gestured at the band. The bass player

was making a play at shaking the trumpeter off.

“Yeah,” the bartender gave a little grin, “they better be pacing themselves.

They got a long set ahead of them. What can I get you?”

“Tequila” I ordered. I’m not as picky when it comes to that beverage. As

the bartender poured, he gave me the once over as the man at the door did.

“Not from around here are you?” He asked, He put down a napkin and

placed my drink on it and pushed it over.

“Was it the glasses that gave it away?” I asked.

I don’t wear glasses.

“Yeah,” the bartender winked, “that must be it.”

I took out the picture of Becks from the back of my notebook. She was

wearing a black blouse and jeans. It was one of the very few things I took

with me when I left. I don’t think I looked at it during that whole time.

We had been wandering in Washington Park, debating if we should wander

down to the zoo.

“Hey!” she suddenly said.
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“What, chou-chou?” 1 had replied. I don’t recall when I started calling her
that.

“Take my picture,” she had told me, and struck a pose by a tree.

“Really?” I had asked. It was the most unusual thing she had ever asked me
to do. Becks was almost pathological about not letting pictures of her be
taken.

“Hurry up,” she said, “this is a limited time offer.”

I quickly knelt on the ground, and lined up the shot. I opened the aperture to
blur the background. 1 started taking pictures, but she wouldn’t look

directly at the camera. Her gaze was always at her feet, or up at the trees.

“Done,” I said, as she pushed away from the tree, I took one last quick

picture. She was smiling directly at me. It was a wonderfully candid shot.
“It’s your birthday tomorrow,” she had said before I could ask. “I wanted to
get you something special.” She gave me a kiss on the cheek, and started
walking on the trail again.

I put the picture on the bar and covered it with my hand.

“I’'m looking for someone who can tell me about a guy named Vance.” [

said and took my hand off the picture.

“You may have seen him with her.” I said. He looked at me again and then

at Becks picture. I hoped it might give him a reason to want to help.
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“You a cop?” He asked.

I thought about lying. He already had the thought in his head. I could have
tried to bluff my way though the rest, but I hadn’t come prepared for that. I
couldn’t pass as a uniform, and was too casually dressed for a detective. It
had too much risk and even if I pulled it off, it wasn’t a lock that he would

have been any more likely to help.

“No” I shook my head.

“Too bad.” He handed back the picture of Becks. “You a dick?”

“Probably.” I replied. It helps when the joke cuts close to the truth. He
grinned and gestured over to a dartboard in the corner, to where large man

and a small woman were playing.

“Talk to the Cooler over there.” He said.

I took out a twenty from my pocket, and put it down on the bar. I didn’t ask

for the price, the bartender could work out the tip from there.

I walked over to the pair of players. It was out of the way, but had a good
view of the whole place. Since they were playing with metal points, the
board wouldn’t be for public use, more likely to be a private perk. I stood
behind them until the large man made his throw. He turned and looked
down at me. There is an art to looking intimidating, and he was very good

at it. I like people who take pride in their craft.

“I’'m looking for someone who can talk to me about a man named Vance.” 1

said. I showed the picture again.
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“You may have seen him with this girl.” I said.

Becks would have hated it if she heard me us that last word, but calling her a

woman wasn’t as likely to inspire the desire to help.

He was the kind of large man who would get saddled with the nickname
Tiny — tall, over six and a half feet and he had some bulk to him. He wasn’t
fat, though he had a little pad, mostly mass and muscle. I wouldn’t want to
start with a body blow to take him down, and the face was out of reach.
He’d probably been in enough scraps to know to guard his crotch. I’d want

to start with his knees, and knock him down to a more manageable size.

Not that I had any desire to do violence to him. I had no reason to go for
him and even if I did, I doubted I could get out. I was deep in the place, and
he wouldn’t be the only bouncer. Then I’d have to get past all the other
employees.. 1 was willing to bet that there was a shotgun behind the bar as
well — for the times things got really out of hand. Above all that, there
would be the crowd to deal with. It was just a thought experiment, to keep

the skills sharp.

“You a cop?” He asked. I wondered if they got many in the place, or if

Portland detectives were dressing down these days.

“No.” It was beginning to feel like it was the chorus of a song.

The woman’s throw was off center and hit in the middle ring. She was
small, about five-four. Like most redheads, her age was hard to place. The
color looked real, but it was hard to tell in the dim light of the club. If
pressed, I would have guessed she was in her mid-twenties, but you could

have added six or seven years to that number without surprising me. Her

85



features were sharp, but far from unpleasant. She held her watch up to the

other man.

2

“Crowd’s gonna be thick, Ronny.” She said. “Why don't you help keep an

eye on the door?”

Ronny the bouncer gave me the intimidation look again, then went off in the
direction of the door. She turned to me. She was wearing the kind of
uniform jacket that a mechanic might wear. The name on the tag was
“Betty.” I liked that touch. It was slang for both a pretty girl, and a stuck up

one. She was at least one of the two.

“I’m the one ya want to talk to,” she said.
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