


“I would rather be anywhere else, but here”
— Elvis Costello, Oliver’s Army

There was no way I could say that finding Becks had gone well. Was this
really all some kind of silly rescue fantasy? I remembered that ghastly time
as an adolescent. I’d imagine that if I could just rescue the girl I liked — the
one I could never bring myself to talk to — from a burning building or some
such, that she’d fall into my arms, instantly in love. There would be no need
for the awkward courtship, no risk of rejection. It would be good and pure,
and completely impossible. The drink burned on the way down. It tasted

worse than before.

I went up to the bar and ordered another. I tried to get it down without
letting it touch my tongue. I left some money on the counter, I don't know

how much. It was more than enough and that was all that mattered.

“Sorry about the ruckus,” I said.

The bartender shrugged. From his standpoint, we’d just provided a little
free entertainment. Once I left there might be some conversation about us:
were they married? Lovers? Having an affair? Anyone seen them before?
That would be as far as they would think about what happened. If someone
came in a hour later and asked for descriptions, they would have precious
little to go on. Some at the bar would remember that Becks hit the table, but

no one would be able to accurately estimate our heights.

There was little point, but as I left the bar I took a different route back to the
car. I didn’t fight as my body followed routine after my mind stopped

caring. There was no sign of Becks, or Vance. I found myself hoping I
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its tense posture. I hadn’t even been aware of how hunched over I had been.
I went to the bathroom. The wind had picked up while I had been out and
my cheeks were blushed as though I were wearing makeup, and 1 was

generally rumpled.

I cleaned myself up as best as I could. I was feeling self conscious enough
as it was. I felt as though someone might shout out at any moment and
declare that the unclean one should be cast out. When I was tucked in,
smoothed out, and as presentable as I could make myself, I went out and
took a seat at the bar. I spotted an acceptable single-malt behind the bar,
and ordered a shot with water back. I had walked most of my earlier
consumption out of my system, but not all of it. I could still feel that slight

delay between perception and action that drinking brought. I didn’t care.

I emptied the glass of water and asked for another, then started to work on
the scotch. I felt like I could start to see my way clear to the next step. First
I’d get myself back to the motel and get some sleep. In the morning I would
find myself a nicer place to stay — a place with a large soft bed, and crisp
white sheets. I would slide under the covers and watch movies the whole
day. No research, no caution, just mindless entertainment. The next day I’d
go out and purchase a real suitcase, and buy enough clothes to fill it. I
should buy something tangible, a pocket watch or something like that. 1

wanted something that would mark this moment in time.

Things would either get better between Becks and myself, or they wouldn’t,
and there was nothing I could do about that now. She knew how to reach
me. It was up to her now. I was going to have to do the really hard part —
get on with the rest of my life. If I wanted to be back, then I really had to be

back. Time to down some roots, reconnect with the parts of my old life I
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still cared about, and build new parts. It wasn’t going to be quick, but I had

nothing but time now.

I stared at my empty glass and considered asking for another. I really didn’t
care how lubed I got, but I was tired. 1 could stay here and keep drinking —
there was a woman at a table who seemed like she might want some
company — or I could go back. My feet hurt and my back ached. My fingers
were covered with small cuts from the fire escape. Despite the look she

gave me, the room and bed were the more seductive option.

I signaled for the bartender. I asked if he could recommend a cab company,
and he offered to call one for me. The bar probably had some kind of
arrangement. OIld habit kicked in, I put the glass upside down on the bar —
another dead soldier. I switched to a soda, just to give myself a little boost

till the cab came. It wasn’t that long before one pulled up.

The cabbie wanted to talk about New Orleans — apparently he grew up there.
He insisted that he wasn’t a racist, but that those black gangs there would
kill you just as soon as look at you. He wasn’t a homophobe, but there were
gay guys there that liked to roam the alleys for straight men to rape. He was
a tolerant man, but those damn hippies really ruined the neighborhood
where he grew up. I learned a great many things that I never saw in any of
my trips there. It must be hard to be a cabbie. You are alone with your
thoughts for so much of the day, and the only way to get them out is to share
them with a captive audience. I thought about offering him extra to drive in

silence, but didn’t have the heart to be that mean.

A couple of anecdotes later, the cab arrived back at my motel. I paid him,
and stumbled though the door. I poured onto the bed. I had promised

myself that I was going to sleep like a real person, but that took too much
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effort. I pried off my shoes, got in and hit the pillow. I might have still
been clothed, but at least I was under the sheet. Sometimes you just have to

take your victories where you can find them. A moment later I was asleep.

I hadn’t set an alarm the night before, but when I opened my eyes it wasn’t
that far off from when I normally woke in the morning. I was sleepy, but
there was no trace of a hangover. I could thank my genes for that. Alcohol
requires extra water and vitamin B to metabolize. 1 hadn’t consumed
enough of either. So there must have been some hard drinking ancestor in

my line to whom I was very grateful.

I sat on the edge of the bed and pieced together the previous night. My
conversation with Becks was still freshly stamped in my head, but it took a
moment to pull the threads of the rest of the night into place. At least I had
walked, and not picked a fight or found other trouble. I had been just some

depressed introverted figure walking in the night.

I took down all the physical evidence of my previous planning and
reconnaissance. There was simply no point in them anymore. Pin by pin, I
pulled the map and the pictures off the wall. I stacked them neatly in the
pizza box — they had no appeal for me now. I would toss them out together.
I put the generic motel art back on the wall. I made no effort to obscure the
pinholes. They could charge me for them for all I cared. It was just a part

of the price of doing business.

I stripped and worked out. It was the only time when my mind turned off
and action ruled. Not that I had been thinking that clearly lately. I did more
than usual. I pushed myself and pushed again. By the end, when I did the
leg lift, I held it longer than I ever had. My legs were trembling, and I held

it. I could feel the muscles in my abdomen burn, but I held it. My eyes
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watered and I was grinding my teeth. When I had nothing left, I finally let

myself collapse.

I thought about my plan from the night before. It would do me good to cut
loose for a day or two. Just live for myself, and more importantly stop
living in this old way. Pack up the paranoia and caution into the bag, and
put that in storage as well. It was time to invest in myself. LA was a good

place for it. I grabbed a change of clothes, and went to take my shower.

I adjusted the temperature to as hot as I could stand it. As the water poured
out, it occurred to me that I still didn’t know what it meant to be back.
Everything I had done so far was focused on one goal, and that had been a
mistake. This wasn’t a job — it was a life. I couldn’t expect to solve one
thing and have everything else just fall into place. I couldn’t go on ignoring
all the other things I would need to do. Becks could contact me, or shut me

out. It was up to her now.

I’d need to decide what I should tell Wilson. I was a dog with two bones. I
owed him for whatever trust he’d put in me and I had no desire to betray
that, but I also had made a promise to Becks. I was going to need to put

some thought into that before I got back. I turned off the water.

I stood in the steam, just enjoying the warmth. I pressed my hands into my
scalp and sloughed off as much as I could before I toweled off. I put on my
pants and shirt. I was trying to line up the buttons as I walked back to the
bed. I caught a flicker of motion though the gap in the curtains. I started to
turn to grab the bag, but caught myself and shook it off instead. I didn’t
need to think like that anymore. There was no need to jump every time

some cleaning lady walked by with her cart. I turned on the TV and tried
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once again to line up the buttons on my shirt. It was proving to be a more

difficult task than it had any right to be.

The door burst open with a crash.
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