


“Women seem wicked, when you’re unwanted”
— The Doors, People Are Strange

I’d been ready to hit Becks, but that seemed unwise now. I wasn’t sure if
this was a good turn of the wheel or not. It wasn’t the way I had wanted to
find her, and this was going to be very hard to explain. She stared at me. I

don’t think recognition had fully set in.

“Quinn?” She said.

Somewhere in the asking, it turned from a question to a statement. Then she
shut her jaw hard and reached out either to punch or shove me. I blocked
her without thought. My left wrist met hers and pushed it down and away

from me.

“What the hell are you doing here?” She demanded.

“I came looking for you,” I said. I tried to continue, but she interrupted.
“I...what the fuck is going on here?” She said.

It appeared as though Becks wasn’t happy at our reunion — I couldn’t say
that I was thrilled with the way it had played out either. I looked around.
So far we didn’t seem to have attracted any real attention.

“Look,” I said, keeping my voice low. I hoped she would follow my lead.
“Is there some other place we can talk? I’m not sure it would be a good idea

if Vance came upon us like this.

My mention of Vance’s name seemed to startle her.
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The set of her jaw didn’t change, and she gave another little shake of her

head, but she leaned back. I tried to come at it from another direction:

“I got into Portland a couple of days ago,” I said. “The first thing I did was

look for you.”

I suppose that wasn’t exactly true, the first thing I did was have breakfast

and see a movie, but that wouldn’t win me any points.

“I couldn’t find you. You seemed to have disappeared.”

“Frustrating, isn’t it?” She said.

The comparison wasn’t lost on me. She had looked for me. I wondered for

how long.

“I tried looking you up,” I said, “but you weren’t at your old place any

more. You hadn’t forwarded your phone. I didn’t know how to reach you.”

“Really?” She gave a chuckle. “The Mighty Quinn couldn’t find

something. That’s new.”

I hated that nickname, and she could twist it like a knife. The people you
care about can hurt you in ways so much more painful than strangers ever

can.

“I’m sitting here aren’t I?” I replied.

There was no way she could deny that point. She gave another shake of her

head.
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“No one knew where you were.” I said. “Wilson was worried.”

“Wilson talked to you?” She was surprised.

“It was a hard choice for him.” I admitted.

I couldn’t hear her reply. It was too soft. I didn’t pursue it.

“I doubt he would’ve given me the time of day, if he weren’t worried about
you. He didn’t know where you were. He hadn’t heard from you in some
time — he was worried something was wrong. What did he have to lose by
putting a dog on your trail? You hadn’t been to any of your regular haunts.

Even Ray was worried. He wouldn’t say it that way, but he was.”

“Whoa.” She stopped me. “Ray talked to you? You just roll into town and
set up camp? You just picked up where you left off, didn’t you? Hanging

out with the old gang and all that?”

“It wasn’t like that, you know, ” I said.

“Then what was it like?” Becks asked.

“It had nothing to do with me.” I said. “Ray was never my friend; he’d

have brushed me off a long time ago if it weren’t for you.”

She shook her head, not believing me.

“It’s you.” I said. “Don’t you get it? You think you lead some kind of
disconnected life, but you leave a impression all around you. You disappear

and there’s a big Becks shaped hole in people’s lives.
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“So yeah,” I said, “even Ray talked to me. It wasn’t because of me or who I
was. It’s because of you. I suggested he check in on you. It’s not like I
knew where you lived anymore. He called me when he found your door

kicked in.”

“Oh, god!” She covered her mouth with her hand, and blushed. There had
to be quite a story behind that.

“Does Wilson know about that?”’ She asked.

“No,” I said. “I wouldn’t. Not until I knew more. Ray might have talked to
him, but I doubt it.”

“Good, keep it that way,” she told me.

“OK.,” I said.

I didn’t like the thought of hiding this from Wilson, but I owed Becks more
than him. It wasn’t like Becks to deliberately keep secrets from her brother.
Did she and Wilson have a falling out? How much had changed while I was

gone?

“Anyway,” | went on. “I saw your door. I saw the apartment. It looked like
you’d been taken. Everything pointed to that. Then Ray told me about

Vance, and I came down to look for you.

“That’s the nickel version.” I said.

I don’t think either of us was satisfied with my account. It just hung there

between us. I sounded manipulative and obsessed. I was both, but that
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doesn’t mean I liked the sound of it. One of us was going to have to break

the silence, and it looked like it was going to have to be me.

“Look,” I said finally. “I mean, I felt it would be best if I came down here, I

feared the worst...”

“No you didn’t.” Becks cut me off.

“What?” I asked.

“No, no you didn’t.” She was getting angrier again. “You were hoping for
it. You weren’t afraid something bad had happened to me, you were hoping

for it. You were, weren’t you?”

I didn’t know what I expected Becks to say, but it wasn’t that. I didn’t know
where she was going with this. She could hate me, or be mad, or anything

else; but did she really think that of me? All I could do was shake my head.

“Oh, no you don’t, Quinn,” she said. “You hoped I’d be in over my head in
something. Yeah, that’s it. Then you could swoop in and save me from the
big-bad-rockabilly-thug.” Her head bounced side to side as she said it, over

pronouncing each word.

“Did you think it was gonna be like something outta Streets of Fire?” She
asked.

It was a movie Becks and I had been fond of. A soldier returns to town to
save his old love from a motorcycle gang. It took place in some kind of
alternate version of the 50°s. As a film it’s more about style than substance.

It was made at a time in the 80’s when the songs in the movie sometimes got
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higher billing than the stars. It wasn’t a particularly good film, but the

characters and the over-stylized look were fun. It had its own charm.

“Yeah, she said with contempt, “that’s what you wanted. Then I would just
be oh-so-grateful. I’d just have to take you back, wouldn’t I? Let you in
without a second thought, no matter what crap you pulled.”

“It wasn’t like that...” I started to say.

“It doesn’t work like that, Quinn,” she said. “Your teenage fantasies don’t

apply, right? This is real life.”

That was an echo of something I had once told her about Ray. I should’ve

known better than to piss off a quick-witted woman.

“These last few years...” I said.

I had been about to tell Becks some of what I had seen and done, even
though I wasn’t allowed to. I wanted her to know it had been my job to
think and plan for the worst. Becks had saved me from that indiscretion,
when she cut me off.

“Oh yeah? The ones you can’t tell me about? You’re full of apologies and
mystery, but I don’t fucking need all that. I never did. I need answers, you
got any of those?”

“Some,” I said.

“But not all?”’ she asked.
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“No.” I said. “There are some things I can’t tell you.” I paused. “It wasn’t
like that, you know. I didn’t think I was your white knight. I don’t want to

be your savior, Becks. It’s just...”

“What?” She said.

“It was easier to think that,” I said, “than to think about what I would say to

you, and with everything I learned about Vance...”

“NO!” She slapped the table.

I wasn’t going to make the mistake of interrupting her again. I pressed my
tongue into my teeth and concentrated on the feeling until Becks was ready

to speak again.

“You don’t got the right anymore,” she said. “You don’t get to stick your
nose into my life. You might have once, but not now. Not like this.
Before... there were a few things I could count on in my life, and you were
one of them. No matter what was going on, no matter who I chose to date,

or mess with or whatever, there was you.

“Then one night, something happened, and I still don’t know what it was.
But you’d been though a lot — Judy and all of that. It wore you down, day
by day. I could have forgiven you, that’s how tight we were. BUT YOU
DIDN’T GIVE ME THAT CHANCE!”

“You just fell off the planet,” she said as she pushed herself from her chair.
“So you lost all rights.”
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All this discord was disturbing the reverie of even the most self-involved
drinker, and too many were turning their attention to us. I concentrated on
being nondescript. Becks gave that shake of her head and sat down. She
took off her glasses and rubbed her eyes. She used to prefer contacts, but

like so many things about her, that was apparently subject to change.

“It’s my life,” she said. “Who gives a damn what he’s like? If I want to
play with some bad-boy for a little while, it’s my business. Maybe I wanted
to let loose on my vacation, and want a little rough trade. So what if I take
the game too far? Who gives a damn? It’s my door. It’s my place. It’s my
life. Maybe just for once, | wanna play with a boy and be the one to dump
him for a change. It’s my business. Not Wilson’s, not Ray’s, and for god’s

sake it’s not yours!
“I’ve only got a couple more days, and then I got to be heading back home.
I got a job, and a new show to get ready for. I got a life, you know? 1 just

wanted a bit of fun; something for me.

“So now you know, and I guess you can go. I wanted something wild, with

no mindgames or obligations. I —me —not you. Do you get that?”

I wanted to tell her about Betty’s warning, but that would make as much
sense as poking a bear. Even if Vance were the devil himself, she wouldn’t
want to hear it from me.

“You're right,” I said.

“About what?” She asked.
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“All of it,” I said. “I've done so much wrong that it isn’t even funny, but that

doesn't mean I wasn't worried about you.”

“Well I'm fine,” she said.

She took a long pull of her beer. I’d hardly touched the whiskey. I wet my
mouth with it, harsh flavor and all. It felt like we were done, but neither of
us got up to leave. If she walked out, I wasn’t sure if | would see her again.

There wasn’t one part of this that wasn’t my own damn fault.

I still had the pouch strapped to my left arm — I wondered if anyone noticed,
or cared. I pulled out a black plastic pen. I had taken sandpaper to it to
remove any shine or labels. Pens are useful tools, good for more than just
writing. They are great for moving things without leaving any fingerprints.
In a pinch they make a fair weapon as well. I grabbed a napkin and wrote
down my number and the name of my hotel. I pushed it over towards her.
She stared at it. Not in a mean way — she just didn’t know what to do with

it.

I was so close to breaking down and not being able to go on. I tried not to
let that show. I tried to keep breathing, keep my hands from shaking, and
keep my voice steady. If you can keep your wits about you, while others are

losing theirs. 1 can't say how well I did.

“That's how to reach me.” I said. “Call if you want to. Day or night, it

doesn’t matter.”

She looked back at me. I couldn't read her face. She was just staring back

at me.
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“Look,” I said, “I'm so scared that I'll never see you again. So if you want to
hear what answers I can give, or if you just want to yell at me, you know
how to get me. Call.”

“I gotta go,” she said. “I gotta go meet him.”

I reached out and touched her hand. She jerked it away as though she had

been shocked, but I had her attention.
“Becks,” I said. “If I've got to choose between an option where you’re in
my life, and one where you aren't, then I know which one I’d choose. Even

tonight is better.”

Becks sat there and stared at me. Finally she got up. She looked down at

me and asked, “What are you going to do now?”

I shrugged. “Now that I’'m here, I expect I’ll stay for a couple of days.”

“So you can keep tabs on me?” She asked.

“You say you're fine, and I won't argue,” I said. “I'll stick around for a

couple, go see the sites. I hear they have a good amusement park.”

“Then disappear to some exotic location?” She asked.

“No. Then back to Portland.” I told her. “I’m back.”

“Goodbye Quinn,” she said, “Good luck with that.”
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She walked past me and left. I didn’t turn, but watched her leave through a
Pacifico mirror on the wall. The mirror had the logo and a palm tree. It did

nothing to brighten up the place.

133



