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* * * * *

Jaded is a work of fiction.  Names, places, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.  All of the characters in this story are fictitious, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.
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Fine art is that in which the hand, the head, 

and the heart of man go together.
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—John Ruskin, The Two Paths, 1859
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As his gaze wandered over the decrepit furnishings of the hole-in-the-wall that served as his office, Phil Newland was irritated by the layer of recalcitrant dust that persisted in making itself at home on every visible surface.  Something has to be done, he thought, and now.  Whereupon he rose and closed the blinds that covered most of the single window in the room, thus preventing the sun from reminding him of the fact that his janitorial service had decided to avoid his suite until he paid the bill which had somehow become three months delinquent.

Something has to break, he told himself, or one day soon he would arrive at his office to find the lock on his door had been changed and his belongings neatly stacked outside in the hall.

Looking through the previous day’s paper for the third time, Phil heard something in his outer office.  Were they shutting him down already?  The thought passed when he heard a woman’s voice call, “Mr. Newland?  Hello?  Is anyone here?”

Roused by the sudden prospect of business, Phil jumped to his feet and made his way to the door, hitting his hip on the edge of his desk as he tripped over his wastebasket, which had not been emptied anytime during the previous week.

Reaching the closed door with the frosted glass bearing his name over the words, Private Investigation, he took a deep breath to compose himself.  Then he opened the door and walked through.

Standing in the middle of the room beside what had been his secretary’s desk, before the last girl he hired abruptly quit after mumbling something about a bounced check, was a rather nice-looking woman Phil guessed to be in her mid-to-late thirties, one whom he had never seen before.  She had dark, shoulder length hair and was conservatively dressed in a dark blue wool suit with some kind of piping outlining the collar.  His eyes gravitated to her left hand—no wedding ring.  He wondered what she wanted, as he had not advertised for a replacement for his previous assistant.

“I’m Phil Newland.  May I help you?” he offered.

“Well, I hope you will indeed help me,” she said.  “I very much need your help in finding something extremely valuable.”

It took a minute before Phil realized he was face to face with a potential client.

“I see,” he said, playing for time while he collected his thoughts.  “I’m afraid my girl is not in today—sitter trouble.  Why don’t you come into my office and let me know what I can do for you?”

The woman looked over the desk beside her, taking in the obsolete computer monitor and the keyboard with the brown stain splashed across the keys.  Recognizing neglect well over a day old, she hesitated.  Finally deciding that as long as she was in the office she may as well talk to the man, she moved toward him, all the while appraising the detective she was looking to for help.  

The man was about her own age; she was surprised that he was not taller, for he was nearly her own height.  His hair was dark and curly, and in need of a trim.  He wore glasses, which gave him a rather bookish look.  Sam Spade?  Mike Hammer?  No.

Phil showed her to an empty chair across the desk from his own, and was glad he had closed the blinds.  The sun peeking around the edges and the single fluorescent light overhead provided all the illumination they needed.

Seating herself tentatively in the chair, the woman unconsciously sniffed the air.  Recognizing the odor as something either dead or rotten, she wished she were still in the outer hall.  Suddenly she heard a voice say, “May I have your name, Miss?”

Reminded of where she was and what had brought her there, she said, “Yes, of course, Mr. Newland.  Please forgive me.  I have a great deal on my mind just now.”

“That’s quite all right.  But please tell me your name and how I may be of service to you.”

In spite of her initial trepidation, Phil’s friendliness and apparent willingness to help her caused her prior reserve to soften, and she began to tell her story.

“My name is Georgia Redfield,” she began.  “I work for the Worthington Gallery as an appraiser of antiques, particularly Ming dynasty jade.”

“I see,” Phil said, his interest piqued by the mention of antique jade.  He was beginning to see dollar signs occupying his visitor’s chair.  

“And what brought you to me?”  He wondered who could have made the referral, and what he could have done to impress them enough to recommend him.

“Well, the gallery is just up the street from your office.  I see your name on the window when I wait for the bus on my way home.”

“Oh.”  So much for satisfied clients.  “Well, now that I know your name and how you found me, perhaps you could tell me just what it is that makes you feel you need the services of a private investigator.”

And so she began.  “I believe a very valuable jade vase has been stolen and replaced with a cheap imitation.  But now I’m suspected of authenticating the replacement to hide the switch.  It’s not true, Mr. Newland.  The piece I authenticated was genuine, I know it was; there is simply no way I could mistake a distinctive eighteenth century rose jade vase with what appears to be a plastic replica.”

“I see,” Phil said for the third time.

With this, she sat back and looked at him expectantly.  A minute went by before he realized she was expecting him to say something.  A minute during which he wondered just what he would say, should say, that would give her at least a little confidence that she had come to the right place and from whom she could expect some help, some encouragement that she would not be spending the best years of her life observing the world through prison bars.

As all this passed through Phil’s mind, he knew he had to tell her something, he just didn’t know what.  Then, as if a lifeline were being thrown to him from another dimension, he heard himself say, “Miss Redfield, I need a bit more information, then I’d like you to leave the matter with me.  There are several avenues I need to explore.  I believe you were not mistaken in your appraisal.  Someone has intervened to redirect a valuable item.  I believe their efforts have left a trail which I intend to follow.  Give me a few days to run down some leads.  In the meantime, go about your business as usual; as soon as I have some information, I’ll be in touch.”

Phil was impressed with his little speech, which he hoped sounded convincing to his prospective client; that he didn’t believe any of it he would keep to himself.

His speech, surprisingly, seemed to mollify Miss Redfield.  She no longer appeared to be looking for an opportunity to bolt for the door.  Instead, she said, “Very well, Mr. Newland.  I’ll do as you say and wait for your call.  Thank you so much for seeing me and listening to my problem.  For the first time since this happened I feel all may be well after all.”

Phil was aware of their subsequent conversation during which he gathered the information he felt he would need to put together some kind of theory regarding just what could have happened to the item in question.  He found out that her supervisor was the owner and manager of the gallery where she had been employed for ten years, Harvey Worthington.  They also went over the procedure she followed in shipping the vase to the purchaser, a John Kandle in Baltimore.  She had packed the vase herself and prepared it for shipping, then turned it over to the shipping department with instructions for insurance arrangements with the carrier, Apex Freight.  “We have used Apex for years and there had never been a problem until this last shipment.”   Their agent came that afternoon to collect the package, and she was convinced that was the end of the matter.  Three days later, Mr. Kandle called Mr. Worthington in a rage, demanding to know what kind of joke they thought they were playing.  When Mr. Kandle calmed down enough to explain the situation, he said that when he received the package from Apex, he opened it immediately.  Inside was a cheap pink plastic, he emphasized plastic, vase, hardly the rose jade vessel he had agreed to pay some twenty-six thousand dollars for.

When he heard the price, Phil felt a hard lump form in his throat.  “Twenty-six thousand dollars?” he croaked.  He had a sinking feeling he was in well over his head; this was looking like a job for the FBI, at least.  Then he thought of his bills, and decided he would have a go at the caper first; if he failed, the Feds would still be there.

Miss Redfield explained just what made the item in question so valuable to a serious collector like Mr. Kandle.  She looked at Phil, took a deep breath, exhaled, and began.  “Well, to keep it simple, jade is considered a gemstone.  While it is particularly meaningful to the Chinese people, it is valued in many cultures.  It is particularly prized in the green form, although it appears in a half dozen other colors, all of which are considered valuable either in spite of, or because of, the color variance.  

“The vase I appraised was a particularly fine Ming dynasty specimen in rose jade, known among the collecting community as the Rose Key.  I inspected it, verified its provenance, and appraised it for twenty-five to thirty thousand dollars.  The collector, Mr. Kandle, had already agreed upon a price of twenty-six thousand in a previous negotiation with Mr. Worthington.  Actually, Mr. Worthington had been searching for such a piece on behalf of Mr. Kandle for the better part of a year before finally being alerted to its existence in a collection in San Francisco.  The appraisal price is actually only on the legitimate market; there are unscrupulous collectors who would actually pay a great deal more because of the rarity of the coloration and striation inherent in the piece.  

“Mr
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