


“I keep my eyes wide open all the time”
— Johnny Cash, I Walk the Line

The next day I was climbing the walls. I decided to take a risk and venture
out for a bit. I would have loved to resume my old routine of rising early,
taking a long walk, working out, and then breakfast. I didn’t like the
thought of exposing myself where I could be easily followed, and there
would be no cover or witnesses. I stayed in my comfortable hole until
lunchtime, and then I ventured out to taste the world. Wandered in the
direction of the river and a little restaurant in the Army Corps of Engineers

building of all places. They did a more than passable burger.

With lunch out of the way, it was time to do a little shopping. First on my
mental list was to replace my few changes of clothes for an actual wardrobe.
For far too long I had done my best to be generic, except when there was a
specific occasion to look a particular way. I had been devoid of style, but

now I had no idea how I wanted to look.

I was far from alone in that problem. Fortunately there is a kind of store that
employs people to help those like me. I was issued an attractive young
woman named Caroline to guide me though the unfamiliar waters. I’d point
out items I liked, and she would make suggestions based on current fashion.
I wasn’t a neophyte, just out of practice. On a whim and pushed on by my
temporary assistant, I added a handful of ties to the ensemble. Maybe it was

time to stir the mix more than a little.

I had liked the shirt I had taken off of the Billyboy in the squat. I hadn’t
kept it — it could link me to what happened. I found a vintage clothing store

not far from Powell’s, and bought a couple of close matches. 1 wasn’t
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adopting the scene, but I wasn’t above gleaning the things I liked either — no

scene, but my scene.

For me to stay in my hole without venturing out on more risky expeditions,
I’d need more to read. I had music, I had the TV, but I wasn’t going to let
my appetite for the written word go unsated. I bought fiction and non-
fiction, anything that caught my fancy. No mysteries, at least not for a
while. I had a nice pile when it came time to check out. Hopefully they

would be enough to keep me in.

I suppose I could have spent my time planning and my return. There was
much I needed to do. Look for a place to live, or at least find out what my
options were. There were people from my old life to look up. I'd start by
emailing them, saying I was coming back to town and would they like to
have lunch and catch up. At least I would know who gave me a second

thought.

I didn’t do any of that. I wasn’t just avoiding keeping my profile low — I was
licking my wounds as well. I was done with self-pity, but I had to think
about what had happened. It all happened because of one horrible event.
No, that’s not quite right. There had been a series of events that led up to

that night, and then I ran away so I wouldn’t have to face the consequences.

Maybe Wilson was right. Maybe my real crime was running away. I can’t
even be sure how much Becks understood what happened that night. Then I
took away the chance for her to understand by disappearing. [ wasn’t going
to make that mistake again. I learned that lesson. I looked at my watch. It
was time to get back in my burrow, and not come out for a while. I would

think, and read, and sleep on soft sheets.
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The walk back to the hotel was slow and pleasant. I stuck to streets with
people on them, nothing to make me stick out. My phone vibrated in my
pocket. I kept it silent when I could so I wouldn’t attract notice. Besides, I
never liked it intruding on others. The point of devices like that was to put
you in control of how and when you want to communicate. [ cannot
understand people who let the phone rule them. If you don’t control it, it

controls you.

I checked the display. It wasn’t on the short list of local numbers I

recognized.

“Hello?” I answered.

“Heya, this Quinn?” The voice was female. I suddenly had the vision of

red-hair and ruby lips dragging on a cigarette.
“Well hello Betty” I said it in a playful singsong. I was glad she called. I
had taken a liking to her. It didn’t matter why she called; it brightened my

day, beside the need to warn her

She giggled. It was an actual giggle. It was hard to reconcile that against

the fact that she was in charge of the bouncers at the RadSkull.

“Hiya” she said. “This a good time?”

“Of course, ” I said.

It’s not like I had a crowded social calendar at the moment: Breakfast, hide,

lunch, hide, etc.
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“Got your message, thanks.” She said. “I’ll watch my back.”

“Good,” I said. “I don’t know for a fact that he’s coming here, just that

there’s a risk.”

“I gotcha,” she said. “Hey! Bobby the bartender said you were into the

band when ya were here.”

“I suppose I was,” I agreed.

“Oh geeze!” she said. “I shudda asked, ya back?”” She sounded nervous.

“Yes,” I said, “yes I am. I got back two days ago.”

“Short trip,” she said. “Ya find what you were looking for?”

“Kind of,” I said, “there wasn’t any point in sticking around.”

“’Kay,” she said. “You’re gonna have to let me buy you a round, and you

tell me the story.”

She accepted that I wasn’t going to explain it all on the phone. I appreciated

the fact that that she kept the whole conversation coy on the phone.

“You got it,” I said. It would be nice to see her again.

“So yeah, you liked that band yeah?” She asked and then went on before I

could answer. “Cuz they’re filling in tonight. The regular gig canceled.”
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“I’m channeling Johnny Cash,” I said, joining her at the table.

“How’s that working out?” She asked.

“Just trying to walk the line.” I joked.

“Your hair ain’t long enough.” She said. “When it grows out, then ya
should comb it back when you dress like that. Ya could almost pass ‘round

here.”

“Thanks, I think,” I said. She made a face. “So do you always talk like

that?”

“It goes with the costume,” she said.

“Gotcha,” I said as I scanned the room.

Every so often one of the bouncers would drift by. They kept their distance,
but they were clearly watching us. It was like an older brother being

protective of a sister. It was cute.

“Look,” she said. “I’ll know if he gets near this place, an’ he ain’t getting

in 2

“Good to know,” I said.

“Hey!” She touched my face. “I mean it. My boys are good. It’s safe

here. So relax an pay attention.”
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“I’'m sorry.” I shook my head. “A lot has happened, and I’ve got a lot I

need to think about.”

“Then tell me.” She said. “Tell me a story, I wanna know what happened.

You’ll feel better if you do.”

“I’11 tell you what I can tell you, ” I said. “But it’s the kind of story you

have to tell over food. Let me take you out to eat.”

“You like Lebanese?” She asked.

“Indeed I do,” I told her.

“Good,” she said. “Cuz that was where we were going anyhow.”

“Really?” I asked.

“Yeah,” she said, “you can get from here to there without being seen and I

know the people there.”

“Then lead the way,” I said.

She took me out the back door. We cut through an alley and entered
through the kitchen of the restaurant. Clearly we were on her home turf.
Without consulting anyone she sat at the first table we came to. The chairs

had been arranged so we’d both have our back to the wall.

We began with hummus, and I launched into my tale. I started from the
point I arrived in Portland. I can tell a good story when the mood strikes

me, and | was getting far too fond of seeing that smile. It took a while, but
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she never seemed bored. I glossed over the parts I couldn’t tell her and she
didn’t press me. Occasionally she’d ask me to clarify something, but mostly
she just listened. She laughed when I compared meeting Tommy to a

Mapplethorpe picture.

“Kinda always thought he might be gay,” she explained.

“With a crush on Vance?” I asked.

“The man’s got a quality.” She shrugged.

I continued with the tale. She made me tell the part about getting out of the
trunk a second time. This time with props, to make sure she got it straight.
The car was a piece of pita, and I was an olive. When I told her about
getting hit by the car, she tore off a piece of her napkin and wrapped it
around the olive. She admired her handwork and then nodded for me to
continue.

When I told her about the map in Vance’s office, Betty interrupted again.

“You got no idea what he was into?” She asked.

“Not really,” I said, “and sticking around to find out didn’t seem like a good

idea.”

“I get that,” she agreed.

“I may have a piece of the puzzle though,” I said.

“What?” she asked.
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“I’m pretty certain that the car parts in the storeroom were fakes,” I said.

“Huh,” she said. “I can’t see that being big enough to set that man off.”

“He’s an amateur,” I told her. The trade of counterfeit car parts is a billion
dollar industry. If he were just a buyer, I can’t see him taking it that far, but

if he were reselling them...”

“Yeah, that could be some real money,” Betty said after a bit. “A lot more

than the puissant dealing they did.”

I went on with the story. Betty laughed out loud when I told her about
leaving Vance’s car out to be stolen. When we were finished, we argued
over the check. It was hard fought, but I won and we slipped back out

though the kitchen.

When we got into the alley, she stopped and said, “I sure hope Vance got
your message, but I kinda think he didn’t. You may’ve just pissed him off
more. All you did was hurt his stuff. From what I know, you need to be a

lot more blunt with him.”

“What?” I asked. “You think I should had a sledgehammer fight with him

in the streets?”

It was a reference to Streets of Fire. Becks would have recognized it, but I

didn’t think Betty caught it.

“Heh,” she chuckled, “that would work. You could bust a cap in him and I

wouldn’t shed no tears.”
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It was an interesting break in the slang she normally used. It made its point
though. IfI didn’t physically hurt Vance, she thought he’d keep coming. 1
was used to dealing with pragmatists, but for Vance it was personal. I

hoped she was wrong that the endgame in LA had been enough.

“Quinn,” Betty said softly.

She leaned against the wall of the alley and looked me in the eyes. Her arms

were wrapped around her midriff.

“Would you like my coat?” I asked.

“I ain’t cold,” she said. “I know you think you did it all wrong down there.
You think it’s all your fault, but it ain’t. Sure, maybe you should’ve had

backup,” she paused, “maybe if you asked...”

It was an odd comment. I barely knew her. I liked her. I wanted to get to
know her better, but I don’t think I’d ever have thought to ask her for that. I

wouldn’t have expected she would accept.
“What’s done is done, you know?” She said finally. “You outta know

something. You weren’t wrong about him. Your...friend thought she could

deal, but odds are she couldn’t. I gotta show ya something.”
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