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He shook his head.

“So how are you doing?” I asked again to turn things around on him, at least

for a moment. I took another bite of toast.

“I’m keeping it real,” he said.  “We bought a house near here about a year

ago.”

When I knew Roland before, he had been living with a woman named

Nicole, so I assumed he was talking about her.  With Roland it could be hard

to tell.  He assumed you knew everything about him until corrected.

“I haven’t seen you around,” he said,  “so you can’t be a regular here.  How

long have you been back?”

“Just arrived,” I said.  I didn’t want to expand on that subject.  “I was

hungry, so I thought I would come over here and have brunch.”

He nodded in agreement.  “Good place for it.  Nicky and I come hear a lot.

There is another good place on the next block.”  He gestured behind me.

“Where have you been?  What have you been doing?”

I filed away the fact that he and Nicole were still together.  There was a

band on his left hand, so amended the mental note to assume they were

married.

“I'm not sure I can give you an answer you'd like,” I said.

He looked puzzled.  I was going to have to put it in a way he could relate.
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“I took the kind of job you have to keep confidential.” I said.

“You were a spy?”  He asked in mock-excitement.

“Do I look like a spy to you?”  I asked.

He looked me up and down critically.

“No,” he shook his head, “no martini.”  He said, dismissing the thought.

I would agree, I was certainly no Bond.

“I had to sign the mother of all Non-Disclosure Agreements…”

That would give him something he could latch on to.  Roland was used to

NDAs.  He worked in the software industry here.  He was used to projects

you couldn’t talk about.

“It must have been,” he said, “if you can‘t even tell me where you’ve been.”

He leaned forward, conspiratorial, “Can you at least give me a clue?

Anything?”

I shook my head and winked, “You know how it is, Dirty Deeds...”

 “…Done Dirt Cheap,” he finished for me with a laugh.  It was a song by

AC/DC, off of the Back in Black album.  Few bands survive the death of

their lead singer.

“Don’t know man,” he said playfully, “maybe you really did become a spy.

I’m just going to have to assume, if you can’t tell me more.”
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I sipped my coffee.  I tilted my head to the side in a shrug.

“Well,” he said, “one of these days you got to give me more to work with –

at least a clue.”

“Sure thing,” I lied.

“You know what I don’t get about you, man?” he asked.

“What?” I asked.

“Why does a gadget freak like you, waste his time with pen and paper like

that.”  He pointed at the notebook on the table.

“When was the last time a pad of paper ran out of power or crashed?”  I

asked.  Roland laughed out loud.

“Good point,” he said, “but it still cracks me up.”

Roland looked down at his watch.

“I actually got somewhere I need to be,” he said.  Nicky is going to roast me

as it is, but it was great to see you!  You back for good?”

“I got no other place I need to be.”  I said.  That wasn’t a lie.

“Great!” he said, “We have got to get together and catch up soon.  We can

play twenty questions about this job of yours.”

He wrote a number on my napkin.
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“Call me,” he said, “deal?”

I nodded, and he got up to leave.  Jeanette, by the English Beat, began to

play.  Crowded House may have been a phoenix rising from the ashes, but

they were the exception.  General Public never had the same spark as what

came before it.

I let a swig of water push the bile back down.  It had almost felt normal.  It

gave me a little more confidence that I could do this. I don't think I’d had a

real conversation the whole time I was gone.  I did everything I could to

avoid any real attachments.  It was safer all around that way.  I looked at

Roland’s number.  I took the napkin and neatly folded it once, then twice,

and put it into my shirt pocket.  Who knows?  Maybe I’d even call.  Even

though I was relieved he was gone, I wasn't ready to throw away this fetish

of my return.

Besides, Roland was a good guy, probably the best person I could have

picked to meet first.  He was superficial, if it’s possible to say that without

being mean.  He coasted on the surface of things.  He didn’t really have any

close friends that I knew of, but he did have any number of people he could

hang out with.  He drifted easily from scene to scene.  He wouldn't think that

much about a guy who disappeared one day, and didn't show up for a couple

of years.  He'd just smile, ask how you had been, and offer to buy you a

drink.

I pulled out my phone and put it on the table next to me.  It was a high-end

model, but there was nothing particularly special about it, it was all stock.  I

chose it because it had a large bright screen and could connect to the net.

With it, time, patience, and knowledge I should be able to find the answers
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to the questions that wouldn't require direct legwork. The modern world is a

stalker’s dream.

I opened the notebook again, and wrote down the last known phone number

I had for Becks, and did a reverse directory search on it.  No results.  I drew

a line though the number. I then tried a somewhat more specialized site that

carried some unlisted numbers.  No results.  I put a question mark next to

the last known address.

I had a couple of different options what to do next.  I could try a little social

engineering – call the phone company and try and bluff the information

from the billing department.  Or I could use a legal research service.

Everyone leaves some kind of trail.  There was no reason to break out the

laptop just yet, or break any laws.  I could find out the old fashioned way

with legwork and patience.  The practice would do me good.

If I couldn’t contact Becks directly then I was going to have to come at it

another way.  I made two additional entries to my list: “Known Associates,”

and “Known Locations.” Under “Known Associates,” I listed “Simone –

friend, Ray – (ex?) bf, Wilson –  brother” and Under “Known Locations” I

wrote “The Space – studio, Cinema 21 – theater, The Anchor – bar, Reno's –

club.”  All I had to do was decide which thread I wanted to pull at first.

It was still early in the day, just coming up on noon – too early for bars and

clubs.  The studio had too much chance to be seen, and I wasn't quite ready

for talking to those people.  So I guess I was going to get to see a movie

after all.


