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"What a chest!"

"Isn't it something, though?"

"Uhuh, I haven't seen anything like that in ages."

"A sight for sore eyes."

"She's a beaut, no doubt about it. Must cost a fortune to take that home."

"You know the old saying, you get what you pay for."

"How old do you figure?"

"Hard to say, but well worth the money, in any case."

"Money's no object, but I like to know what I'm getting before I pay for it."

"Understandably so, but I don't know what I can tell you that you haven't already seen."

"That's some chest."

"Have you always been partial to chests?"

"Yes, yes, ever since I was a teenager."

"There is something very special about them."

"I'll say, especially when they look like that."

"I'm more of a leg man, myself. See over there."

"Oh my, what a set of legs! Shapely, sculpted, strong, yet elegant."

"I can see you're a man of impeccable taste."

"I can appreciate your fondness for legs, but I can't be swayed. I'm a chest man, through and through. It's just one of those inexplicable things. Especially full ones. I really like full ones."

"Would you like me to see if I can negotiate a better price?"

"As I mentioned, money's no object, but if you can save me a few dollars, why not."

The well-dressed gentleman disappeared from view. I stood there rather awkwardly, not really knowing what to do during his absence. I just couldn't get that chest off my mind. It was something I just had to have. I paused in my thoughts for a moment. What would Rhonda think of me? Would she forgive this impulsive behavior, or would she constantly remind me of my folly? What was taking so long? It wasn't as if there was that much to discuss. Why had I even bothered talking price. I was ready to pay anything. 

After what seemed an eternity, the dapper gentleman returned. As he made his way toward me, I began to wonder why someone like he would have ever gotten into this business, and why he wasn't running the show himself. He certainly looked like someone who could.

"You're in luck Mr. Mane, it seems that we can definitely do something about the price. Would seven hundred dollars be acceptable to you?

"Seven hundred dollars...seven hundred dollars. Is that for the full package?"

"Yes Mr. Mane, the full package. And I might add, it's a pretty package indeed."

"It's not that I doubt you. I'm sure we're talking about quality merchandise."

"Oh yes, without a doubt, the very best merchandise money can buy."

"Seven hundred, hey?"

"That's correct, and I can assure you, this will give you more pleasure than you can imagine."

Why was I hemming and hawing. There was no doubt in my mind that it was what I wanted, and just what I needed. I'd already told the guy that money was no object, and it wasn't. Was I going to be able to live with the guilt? Was Rhonda ever going to forgive me? Was I going to be able to get away with it?

"I'll take it."

"Splendid. You won't be disappointed."

Was he speaking from personal experience, I wondered.

"Do you accept checks?"

"From you Mr. Mane, of course."

I pulled out my check book and filled out the amount. I handed the check over to the gentleman.

“Thank you Mr. Mane. Will you be taking the chest with you?”

“Yes, I think it will fit in the trunk of the car.”

“I’ll have one of the staff bring it out. What are you driving today?”

“It’s the vintage Mercedes.”

“Excellent, I’ll have that taken care of right away. Til the next time, Mr. Mane.”

I made my way to the door. The antiques store was brimming with items. I managed to bang my shin on the corner of an especially sharp object, the result sending a stream of expletives through my mind. I showed no signs of distress all the while making my way to the car. Once there, I pulled up my pant leg to assess the damage, discovering a nasty gash on my shin. It made me wonder about evolution, and ask myself why on earth humans had no padding on their shins. Just bone and skin. My best guess was that there were no antique shops at the dawn of humankind. A teenager with a nasty case of acne arrived with the chest. With a voice that straddled boyhood and manhood, he asked where I wanted the chest to be placed.

“Hi sir, did you want this in the trunk?”

“Yes thanks, if you would.”

“That’s a really nice car you got there. Must have cost a fortune!”

“It’s a 1957 300 SL roadster. That’s the year they came out.”

“Does it lay rubber?”

“Well, I suppose it could, but it’s more of a touring car.”

“Just think, if you put a blower on this thing, flare out the fenders and put some 275s on the rear, you’d have one of the classiest dragsters around.”

“I suppose so, but I think I’ll leave it the way it is.”

“Yeah, you don’t want to be attracting too many cops.”

The kid put the chest in the trunk of the car. I gave him a tip, and got into the car. The mid-morning air was fresh and clean. I fired up the car and made my way to Sunset going west. Traffic was light, and I was enjoying the leisurely pace that the day had taken on. I occasionally glanced at the tall palms lazily waving in the gentle breeze. Then it was downhill to the Pacific Coast Highway where I turned north en route to Malibu. The sea air smelled good. The breeze wafted back and forth through and around the open car. As I drove along the coast I thought abut how many dreams had come true and how many many dreams had been broken on this highway of highways, this golden ribbon that lay along the mighty Pacific. I felt really good, all of a sudden realizing that I wasn’t hung over for a change. It felt like it was I, this time, who was in a dream. 

Traffic was light, and in no time at all, I was driving into Malibu. Malibu, some 20 or so miles of coast sprinkled with recreational properties, and second homes to many of Hollywood’s elite. The Bu, how did I end up getting a place here, I wondered. Lucky, mostly lucky. I slowly wended my way to the beachfront house located not too far from Malibu Pier. 

I drove the car into the garage, got out, and went to the trunk to get the chest. It wasn’t a particularly large chest, about the size of a large tool box, but adorned with rich exotic wood inlays. It looked new, but was quite old. Proof that it had led an easy life. I pulled the chest from the trunk of the car, and brought it to the garage workbench to have a closer look at it. It was a mosaic of tropical woods, all sanded to a near-gloss finish. The work of a craftsman, a skilled and knowledgeable craftsman. There were no signs of fasteners. It was as if the entire chest held itself together, as if by magic.

In examining the chest, I noticed a very slight elevation. One of the pieces stuck out ever so slightly, about the thickness of a hair, but not much more. I ran my hand over the surface once again, went back to the protruding piece and began to mess about with it. It was a bit compulsive, like picking at a zit. I pressed down on the piece and felt a bit of play. I thought it odd, as I hadn’t noticed anything at the shop.

Had the heat of the sun on the car’s trunk lid caused the wood to swell? Had jostling from the road surface caused the piece to dislodge ever so slightly? As I pressed down, the piece gave way exposing a tiny piece of paper. Now what would a piece of paper be doing there, I wondered. I carefully picked up the paper and began to unfold it. It was almost like a piece of origami that had been crushed. I located a pair of tweezers to help unfold the delicate folding job. It took a while, but eventually I was able to fully unfold the tiny paper on which some writing could be found. Intriguing, I thought. A magnifier was needed. Taking a close look, I was able to make out these words: The mystery lies in the keys. To unravel the mystery of the keys, you will first need to contact a man in Vancouver, Canada. His name is... His name is what? There was no name. Aw fuck! No name, no name. Damn!

Where could the name be? I began to feel around the chest to see if yet another piece might be slightly uneven. I felt around and around, paused, then began to feel around again. It took quite a while, but I was hell-bent on finding the missing information. Eventually, I was able to locate another piece that was protruding ever so slightly. With a bit of skill, I was able to pry it. Lo and behold, another tiny piece of paper lay underneath. I went at it with the tweezers, then a magnifier. The name on the piece of paper was, Barry Kaid.

Okay, Barry Kaid in Vancouver, Canada. Who the fuck was Barry Kaid? What was he doing in Vancouver? How did he fit in? The questions were rolling around in my head like dice on a craps table. Who had hidden these messages? For what purpose? How long ago had the messages been put there? All of this thinking gave me a terrific thirst for something made with alcohol. A mid-day refreshment, perhaps.

I picked up the chest and brought it into the beach house. There were already other chests strewn about the house. I would need to find a place for this addition to the collection. What was the logic in my folly? Ocean, ships, treasure, and what better way to store treasure than in a chest, the variation being that the chests became the treasure.

“I see we’ve been out shopping again.”

“Yes indeed Rhonda, and this time without a hangover.”

“Congratulations! You’re improving.”

“Speaking of such things, all of this shopping and lugging has given me a terrific thirst for something like a tall Caesar, easy on the ice, kind of refreshment.”

“Nick, it’s barely noon. Did you even bother to have breakfast?”

“Breakfast, that’s for sissies.”

“I see, well, are you going to make it, or am I?”

“I’ll be happy to do the honors.”

“And what about this chest, what’s the story behind this one.”

“I’m glad you asked, because this one has quite a story behind it, one you might find hard to believe.”

“I’m all ears.”

I went to the bar, pulled out the makings, and prepared a pitcher of Caesars.

“Here Rhonda, one for you and one for me. Cheers.”

“So tell me the story. I can’t wait to hear this one.”

“It’s all pretty straightforward. I popped by the antique store, you know the one just off Sunset, and spotted this magnificent piece. It had such unique qualities, I just had to have it.”

“It’s pretty alright, I’ll grant you that. Did you also line up some contractors to build an addition to your house?”

“I know what you’re thinking Rhonda baby, but this is the last one. If I get another one, I’ll let go one from the collection.”

“Promises, promises.”

“I was in the garage fondling the thing when out of the blue, two pieces of inlay revealed two separate notes. One read that there was a key to the mystery, and that one had to go to Vancouver, Canada to get the key. The other note gave the name of some guy who is probably the contact in Vancouver. His name is Kaid, Barry Kaid.”

“You’re making this up, right? You don’t have to make up stories to sell me on the chest.”

“Rhonda, it’s the honest truth. Have I ever lied to you?”

“I’m sure you have, but you’ll never admit it.”

“Well miss incredulous smarty-pants, I have proof. Here are the two notes I found. Take a look.”

Rhonda examined the tiny pieces of paper that I produced.

“Wow, do you happen to have a microscope handy? This is impossible to read. What, did you pick these papers off the street?”

I handed Rhonda a magnifier. She read the notes.

“Honest to goodness, hey? You really got these from that chest?”

“I tell no lies.”

“So what do you think it all means? Is this somebody’s idea of a prank?”

“I don’t know, Rhonda, but it’s something I’m willing to look into.”

I had a look at my receipt, picked up the phone and called Mantique.

“Good afternoon, Mantique, Art Drew speaking. How can I help you?”

“Hi Art, Nick Mane here.”

“Oh hello Mr. Mane, how can I help you?”

“It’s about the chest.”

“Anything wrong, Mr. Mane?”

“No, nothing wrong. I’m just wondering though, was the chest a consignment item, an auction item, or something like that?”

“Let me see now, I believe that chest was picked up at an auction, but there was no consignee. I was at the auction that day, and I remember it being odd that there was no provenance for this item. It didn’t appear in the program either.”

“I see, so there’s no way of tracking the item’s history?”

“That’s correct, Mr. Mane. Were you considering returning the item?”

“No Art, I’m very happy with the item. I just wanted to satisfy my curiosity.”

“Is there anything else I can do for you, Mr. Mane?”

“No, that’s all Art. Thanks.”

I was hoping Art Drew would have been able to shed some light on the mystery, but alas, no. The early afternoon sun was heating things up in the beach house, so I decided a change of clothing was in order. I went to the bedroom, slipped on some shorts and a t-shirt. I then went back to the chest and my drink.

“Say, that’s some scrape you have there. Where did you get that?”

“I got it at the gash station. What do you think.”

“The gash station, hey? Smart ass. Did it cost much? I hope they didn’t gouge you.”

“I got a cut-rate price.”

“Touche. Did you want me to put something on that. Perhaps some
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