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I often get an idea for a story only to
realize that I know next to nothing about the subject matter.
That’s what happened with schooners. They are a wonderful replica
of a swashbuckling past that still captures the imagination today.
But the nitty/gritty? I hadn’t a clue. And that’s when I met
Captain Buzz Nichols. Capt. Buzz beat out Google hands down when it
came to schooner knowledge! He even arranged for me to take a sail
and I was hooked. I knew in an instant that Dan Mahoney would be
investigating schooners! Thank you Capt. Buzz for bringing life to
this book. 


Chapter 1

 


 


Monstrosity. Blight on the neighborhood.
Ruined resale values. Adult Disney set—She’d heard it all, and was
still laughing. She loved the design of her house, mansion really,
nestled on its manicured lawn with graceful palms, all a matter of
feet from the Atlantic separated from crashing waves by pristine
white sand and sea oats and an endless blue-green horizon. Just
because the top of the fourth floor sported an octagonal,
eight-foot radius, open-air gazebo perched on the edge of the
house’s metal roof above a dormer, her neighbors found a reason to
laugh. The old-fashioned structure acted as a look-out and faced
the ocean. It called to mind days of seafaring uncertainties;
lonely women longing for a glimpse of their loved ones returning
safely to harbor. It had been a joint project. An idea born as a
joke that gathered credence when the architect thought it was a
perfect addition. Like a lighthouse, he said, the type of icon that
this stretch of barren beach would call a landmark. A widow’s
walk—shouldn’t every sea-faring man own one? A place for his
land-bound love to climb to and search the sea’s vastness for a
glimpse of his homecoming? It was something right out of a
nineteenth century romance novel—so fitting. And so Hank
Beaufort.

Hannah loved her husband; no, adored him was
a better word. How many times had she remarked to friends, “I
couldn’t live without him”? He was her rock, her provider, the
source of everything good in her life. Hannah and Henry, Hank to
his friends, philanthropists, pillars of the community, a church
deacon and a Sunday school teacher. If you didn’t know Hannah and
Henry, you hadn’t lived in this part of Florida for long. Their
parties were one of a kind with much coveted invitations sought
after by anyone wanting to see his or her name in the St.
Augustine Record.

Had there been little indiscretions? Yes. But
two could play that game. It was never anything serious for either
one of them. Sometimes a flirtation, and even more, could only
spice up what one had at home. It felt good to hear that she was
still beautiful. She needed that. What was that old saying?
Familiarity breeds contempt? He might be lax in showing his
devotion, but he would never leave her—of that, she was certain.
And she would never leave him. Hadn’t she just walked away from the
kind of adoration that most women only dreamed of? A man who gave
himself to her body and soul, but couldn’t replace the man she
called her husband.

They were struggling through a rough patch
right now. And as in any marriage, minor setbacks were bound to
happen from time to time. It was money again. Wasn’t it always
money, or the lack of it? But Hank had a plan, promised her this
one would work. Hadn’t she heard this before? She wasn’t supposed
to worry, just leave everything up to him. He needed to know that
she was on his side. Sign here, ask questions later, but she
trusted him. He would always do what was best for both of them.
Another reason he needed to see her welcoming beacon tonight, the
two hundred lights twinkling from the widow’s walk. When he looked
toward the house, he would know she was thinking of him. She cared.
She was waiting. She was his one and only, as he was hers.

She had been forty that summer they’d met. A
model with a seven-year-old son, getting fewer and fewer plum job
offers on either coast. This had led to a somewhat vagabond life
that included international trips to small, wannabe fashion centers
in countries where journalists had to grab a map and look them up
just to make sure they knew where they were located. Like that
summer she had graced a runway for a little-known designer in
Bogota and on the way back to the states, detoured to Cancun,
Mexico to give Ricky a vacation—one she could afford. And one where
she would feel safe with a child in tow.

While her son played on the waterslides in
the vast pool, she sunbathed before deciding she was thirsty.
Adjusting the parts of the bikini that barely covered her anyway,
she stepped into the water, not unaware that men who were talking
to girlfriends or wives had paused to stare. Enjoy it while you
can—a saying that seemed to have more and more meaning the older
she got. If it was a husband she wanted, actually needed, she had
to step up her game. And soon.

As if the fates were listening that
afternoon, she met Hank Beaufort at the swim-up bar in the
adults-only section of the Maya Hotel. Lanky, a shock of
dirty-blond hair touching the eyebrow above his right eye; it was
the eyes that commanded attention. A blue like she’d never seen
before, icy clear, bordered by long lashes that any woman would
envy, they seemed to smile all on their own. They both ordered
margaritas with a mescal floater and that was the conversation
opener. They finished their drinks, collected Ricky and went into
the hotel for dinner. Hank assured Ricky that he would be able to
order a hot dog and wouldn’t have to wear a tie. That made the
sale.

Dinner was lots of laughs—stories about
whales tipping boats over, gulls stealing his lunch, a possum as a
castaway. Ricky instantly made a friend, and Hannah decided to bait
a net and cast it in Hank’s direction. A fifty-two-year-old widower
without children who owned a schooner and had recently established
a tourist tour business in Florida—wasn’t it meant to be? And he
was planning on building a house—a cross between a Hilton and the
Taj Mahal. Would she like to help?

His being twelve years older was never a
problem. In fact, it was more of a positive, adding a degree of
safety to the union. In six short months they were married. If
Ricky’s father had been a colossal mistake, Hank Beaufort was the
best thing that had ever happened to her. She was his queen. He put
her on a pedestal and extolled her modest career victories as
though she were named Gigi, or Bella, or Naomi. She played along
and had several still shots of her younger days enlarged to grace
the hallway leading to the dining room. The kind of photos that
people paused to comment on, and compliment her on what seemed to
them as an exciting, bedazzling career.

Had her life been perfect? No, but it was
everything she wanted. She was secure and could overlook his
controlling tendencies, even his wandering eye. Recently, those
were becoming a thing of the past. They were seldom apart, maybe a
couple days a week when Hank’s inland business trips kept him away
from home; or some private party rental of his schooner where
people would pay a small fortune to have twenty to forty people
venture out into a calm sea for a sailing experience under the
watchful eye of a seasoned mariner and his mates. Sometimes the
draw was a spectacular sunset or the once-a-month moonlight sail.
The excursions were billed as the perfect addition to any vacation,
something for the whole family to enjoy.

There was always a party atmosphere on board
with great food and drink. Waitpersons, and a chef catered the
affairs to rival the best hotels in the area and served dinner
onboard with utmost care. When the schooner, Moonstruck,
wasn’t rented out for private parties, it carried tourists for
two-to-three-hour short trips that included a history lesson
highlighting the fort, the Matanzas Inlet, the only lighthouse in
the area, or the always popular jaunts to simply enjoy the scenery
in the area either on the Intracoastal or close-in along the
Atlantic’s shoreline.

If the schooner was his pride and joy, the
house was hers. They had worked side-by-side with the architect.
Insurance money from a failed business venture when Hank’s COO had
absconded with funds gave them over four million dollars to play
with, and they’d used every bit of it. What they ended up building
was a six thousand square foot home complete with elevator to the
roof. It had been Hank’s idea to string ten rows of crystal-clear
Christmas lights around the dome on the widow’s walk. Lighted at
night they could be seen from the harbor and Hank insisted they
welcomed him home—quickened his heartbeat because he was returning
to his love. Yes, shmaltzy. But that’s the way they were with each
other, acting out little fantasies that more often than not ended
up in the bedroom. Or used to. She needed to get those intimate
moments back.

She hadn’t changed and tonight was no
different. Fifteen years of marriage hadn’t dulled the longing, the
missing him when he was gone. She had never liked being alone.
Ricky, now twenty-two, had opted for a vocational degree, and had
gotten a place of his own. He preferred the big city and had
settled in Orlando. Finally, it was just the two of them. This trip
had been longer because it was a mid-week, a repair run up the
coast to Savannah, Georgia. Hank had promised her that this would
be the last repair to an aging diesel engine. Next, it would be an
investment in a new one. She felt they were just putting off the
inevitable. Money. Was there ever enough?

She checked the wall clock in the study. Less
than an hour and he’d be docking. She had been surprised at the
text message he’d sent just before he pulled out of Savannah. He
would be a day early coming home. She had missed his call that
morning and then couldn’t reach him on the water. But he’d said the
day before that all had gone well; repairs were complete. He was
looking forward to some quiet time to talk and just be together.
Things had been crazy busy lately, and he wanted a long weekend for
just the two of them. They had some decisions to make. Maybe he’d
get someone else to captain the Moonstruck on Friday
night.

So, now it was time to set the stage. She
couldn’t help but smile. How many times had she set that same
stage—made certain the rows of lights hanging from the widow’s walk
sent out the beacon that was expected? Well, it was probably more
like a couple hundred tiny eyes twinkling in the darkness, but she
couldn’t let him down. It said welcome home. Something he looked
forward to. Important more than ever to reassure him that she loved
him, believed in him and trusted the future.

She took the elevator to the roof, flipping
the outside light switch that would illuminate their private
signal. Only nothing happened. It was the moon that gave shadowy
illumination to the bar stools and round table in the center of the
small space.

Friday night the moon would be full and she’d
be welcoming twenty-five prepaid passengers for the moonlight
cruise. This might be the last fully booked tour before the
holidays. It was the tail end of tourist season and well into
September. She couldn’t imagine Hank not being at the helm of the
ship himself. People trusted him, looked forward to sailing with
him. It would eat into the promised alone time, but she’d be with
him. She hadn’t worked the last few days to miss a chance at being
hostess. Deliveries had been made to the marina earlier—several
bottles of a good red, a dry white, and a sparkling rose.
Appetizers were varied and would be delivered right before sailing.
Soft drinks and water would be added to ice chests in the morning.
Everything was ready to go.

But at the moment, she needed to check the
connection where the strings of Christmas lights were hard-wired
into an electrical box attached to one of the support posts.
Something had jiggled loose. Four stories up, the wind often
rearranged things. The bar stools and the table were all screwed to
the decking. And, like everything else constantly buffeted by
coastal breezes, they needed a new coat of paint.

The moon by now had climbed above the
horizon, clearing several wisps of cirrus clouds that had appeared
to form bars across its surface, keeping the deck of the widow’s
walk in the shadows. The moon’s pinkish cast was quickly turning a
buttermilk gold and light was rippling across the water. It was so
serene. She moved to the railing to enjoy the view. She loved the
remoteness of her home. Heavy vegetation separated her from her
neighbors and muted any sounds of traffic. Just the way she liked
to live, surrounded by nature and not people. But all this
ruminating wasn’t getting the lights fixed.

The anchor post for the electric box was
directly above the patio. A fire pit and two stone benches below
made up a favorite winter entertaining area. She leaned against the
railing and tried to see the front of the electrical connection.
Hindsight said she should have brought a flashlight, but going back
down four floors and rummaging in the garage to find one was out of
the question. Too time-consuming. She’d just have to hold onto the
support post, brace her feet against the railing and lean out far
enough to see if there was a possible disconnect.

So far, so good. She stepped up to the bottom
rung of the white wooden-slatted enclosure. Stretching on
tippytoes, right arm around the post, she leaned outward, scooting
her right foot forward along the lower railing before lifting it
completely off the beam to stand on the top railing, bringing her
left foot up next to her right and preparing to swing her left leg
around the support and straddle the post. A wobble and a correction
followed the shifting of her feet.

Careful. There was no need to hurry. Then,
something made her glance behind her. The moon had slipped behind a
bank of clouds, leaving the small deck in near-darkness. The almost
imperceptible movement had caused her to look down, then over her
shoulder. What was that shadow behind the table and bar stools? She
paused. Nothing. Had the movement been her imagination? It wasn’t
like her to imagine things, get spooked by shadows. No, she had to
collect herself.

She pulled back and put both feet firmly down
on the top rail. She had never been a gymnast, but the balance beam
would not have been her choice of apparatus. She took a deep
breath, leaned forward, and reached for the electrical box. Already
off balance, it took little for the hand in the middle of her back
to push her weight outward, breaking her grip on the post and
propelling her body forward, literally tossing her into space.
Bouncing against the edge of the metal roof of the house, there was
nothing to save her from falling four stories and hitting the stone
bench directly below.


Chapter 2

 


 


“Here’s to the newest P.I. in St. Augustine,
Florida.” Dan tapped his champagne flute against Elaine’s before
taking a sip. He leaned across to refill their glasses before
putting the bottle back in its tableside bucket. A celebratory
dinner which, even in late September, found them inside because of
the heat and humidity. Still, it was a special occasion. His
brilliant, beautiful wife had just completed coursework to
legitimately become a licensed snoop. “Has it sunk in yet?”

Elaine laughed. “It probably will after I
establish an office. I answered an ad today placed by the Stanley
and Stanley law firm. I was surprised but I got a call back this
afternoon. They want to interview me in the morning.”

“They’re big. It makes sense that they want
their own private investigator. Do they have other P.I.s on the
payroll?”

“I don’t think so. I think I’m a first based
on how the ad was worded. I would be assured autonomy for one
thing. For example, I would give priority to referrals by the firm
but would also be able to have my own clients. Salary would be
based on company workload with only a small percentage of income
from my own cases going to the firm. I drove by their offices.
They’re really nice, on a wide corner with plenty of parking. I
think it’s a five-man firm, family mostly.”

“Their TV ads make it sound like they’re the
only show in town. All those ads that fill the screen with ‘size
matters’.

“No comment on their taste in advertising.
But, yes, I hope they’re as good at what they do as they are at
tooting their own horn.”

“As tempted as I am, no bad lawyer jokes.”
Dan pantomimed zipping his lips.

“Thank you. I had hoped that wouldn’t be
something I had to look forward to.”

“I’ll try to restrain myself.” Actually, Dan
was thrilled to have his wife in more or less the same business. He
was an insurance investigator for United Life and Casualty and had
suggested she apply to his company. But Elaine was her own person
and he admired that. She wanted to prove herself, by herself. He
only hoped giving up a career of college teaching would be worth it
once the tedium of surveilling someone’s errant husband or wife
possibly became the norm. What did P.I.’s do in law firms besides
research, chase ambulances, and capture photos of infidelities?

But he wasn’t being fair. Way too soon to
judge and way off limits to even suggest she might feel confined by
less than mind-challenging situations. He just didn’t want the job
to become boring, or worse yet, dangerous.

“Did I lose you? I’m starving.” Elaine had
picked up the menu beside her plate. The Purple Olive on A1A, not
far from their townhouse, was a favorite.

“Sorry, just giving into some ‘what-if’
thinking. I’d lie if I wasn’t worried about possible dangers. We
see too many examples of irrational thinking nowadays. Shoot first,
ask questions later sort of thing.”

“It’s a worry, I know.” She reached out and
placed a hand on his arm. “I’m not irrational, not gullible, not
trigger-happy … age sometimes has its advantages.”

“Maybe.” She was younger, but he’d be the
first to say that forty-eight years on her looked a lot better than
the fifty-four on him. She was a head-turner—dark , shoulder-length
hair; tanned, long legs; could rock a bikini like a twenty-year-old
… he was working up to cutting the evening short and suggesting his
favorite dessert but that would mean putting a late-night beach
walk on hold and a full moon only happened once a month.

 


* * *

 


Her appointment was at ten. Leon Stanley,
senior partner, met her at the door to his office. She had prepared
packets of her personal papers—resume, academic achievements,
awards, community service recognition. She had briefly shared her
background over the phone the day before, promising to bring paper
copies of pertinent materials with details.

“Ah, Mrs. Mahoney, or is it Dr. Mahoney?” The
man standing in the doorway was probably in his early seventies but
impeccably dressed, his tie picking up the exact shade of grey in
his suit and combining it with several supporting shades of blue,
navy being predominant. He was slightly built—one of those trim,
wiry sorts who more than likely biked to work. She probably wished
she had what he spent on hair stylists and product. A head of
perfectly coiffed, thick, steel-gray hair parted on the right was
set off by an equally perfect tan that didn’t come from a bottle.
He was handsome in a way that defied age and he looked like money.
But, then, as owner of the firm wasn’t that the image he was trying
to project?

“I prefer to use my maiden name of Linden.
I’ll reserve using the Ph.D. for academe. I’m comfortable with
Elaine, if you are.”

“All right, Elaine, it is.” He stepped aside
for her to enter his office, and she was first amazed at its size
and secondly astounded by the works of art. Bronzes on pedestals,
oils, pottery from several Southwest Indian tribes—she was standing
in a mini-museum.

“I see you’re a collector of Acoma
pottery.”

“Why yes, I am. You’re familiar with Native
art from the Southwest?”

“Just an admirer. I lived in western New
Mexico, and travel through the state always finds me checking out
the wonderful museums throughout the area.”

“Same here. I never tire of what indigenous
peoples have to offer. Even the more modern designs are
spectacular.” He pulled up a shirt sleeve to show off a Zuni
bracelet, an inlay design of a futuristic warrior in red coral set
in black onyx.

“Beautiful. An exceptional piece.”

“Thank you. My son found it for me. Now let’s
get down to business, shall we?” He moved to sit behind an ornate
wooden desk and motioned for her to sit across from him. “I believe
you’ve brought me some reading material.”

Elaine handed him one of the packets and sat
back in the chair. He emptied everything onto the desktop,
separated the pages and arranged them resume first, then academic
achievements second before he started reading. He wasn’t a quick
study, Elaine noted, but hoped a thoroughness made up for slowness.
She fought looking at her watch but knew it was a full ten minutes
before he looked up—not saying anything, just studying her. She
knew it was juvenile, but she had to will herself not to fidget or
break the silence.

“I’m impressed and I don’t impress
easily.”

“Thank you.” She knew enough to keep it
simple, wait to see if he had questions before she asked any of
hers.

“Do you think you’ll ever go back to
teaching?” He leaned back against the plush upholstery of an
ergonomically designed chair, his hands resting lightly on the
desk’s edge.

“I believe now is an opportune time for a
career change. I like a challenge. Twenty years on college campuses
was time well spent; I’m not belittling it. I’m simply fortunate to
be able to explore other means of employment and be able to leave
before I burn out.”

He nodded. “Teaching is demanding. We don’t
show enough appreciation for our teachers, certainly not our
professors.” Again, a quick look at the papers in front of him.
“This might be a good time to discuss Stanley and Stanley. I’m sure
you have questions for me. Shoot.”

“I’m intrigued by the firm’s willingness to
allow me to have clients outside of those who have come to you
first. I’m hoping I didn’t misread that in your advertisement.”

“No, not at all. I don’t believe we have the
client load to keep you busy one hundred percent of the time. Our
assignments will be somewhat short—research, possibly some phone
work, interviews, maybe surveillance—that sort of thing. I trust an
adult to be able to monitor his or her time and be able to handle
more than one thing at a time. Let’s see, multi-task sums it up, I
think that’s what they call it today. But it’s not something
everyone is good at.”

“I know, all too well. Many students who
worked and took classes really struggled. I assure you I look
forward to having a choice of challenges. Have you employed a P.I.
before?”

“No, we haven’t. Yet, one is certainly
needed. Times are changing. A private investigator would nicely
round out our roster of specialists. My brother, Archer Stanley, is
the money-man, investments, wills, and trusts. His son, Thomas,
takes on the majority of our domestic issue cases—high-end divorces
and that sort of thing. I’m the worker’s comp guy or any other
government compensation case. Two nephews, my sister’s children,
are currently mentoring with us. One is specializing in real
estate, the other has a leaning toward personal injury. Miriam,
Archer’s wife, is our chief financial officer when she’s not busy
at one of her philanthropic endeavors. She’s a CPA by training and
is tasked with keeping us solvent and legal. She has her own office
downtown. Everything else falls to Ginny, our go-to clerk, who
almost singlehandedly keeps us from embarrassing ourselves when it
comes to the media, in addition to keeping this place running like
clockwork. If you have a question, ask Ginny.”

“Sounds like a good crew.”

“A little light on professional women, you
might have noticed, but seasoned probably sums it up. We like to
think we can handle just about anything and have been in business
long enough to garner a solid reputation.”

“Yes, my research attests to that. Would it
be possible to see the office that your P.I. hire will use?”

“Of course. We’ll take a look on our way to
introducing you to the partners. I think you’d find the office and
the support crew are definite pluses. May I be so bold as to assume
that if offered a position, you would be in a position to
accept?”

“Yes. As I said, I’ve done some research and
feel the firm would offer exactly what I need to be
successful.”

“Very well, then, let’s get on with the
tour.”

Elaine was more than thrilled, if that was
possible. Getting a license was one thing but to land a job so
quickly with a top law firm was a true plum. She already knew that
the firm had the best reputation in St. Augustine. A solid history
of fairness, which was important to her, and the firm was
financially sound. They walked to the back of the building and
started by Leon showing her the space earmarked for the new hire.
The office was spacious and had a street view. Well, actually a
view of the parking lot, but she wouldn’t be buried in some
windowless backroom without natural light. And the partners seemed
nice. Each took time to invite her into their office and ask
pertinent questions while also presenting perks of the firm. She
was sold and would have their answer by the next day.

 


* * *

 


“So, if you get an offer, your answer is
going to be a yes?” Dan was on his second cup of coffee of the
morning.

Elaine nodded. “I’m convinced I couldn’t do
better and certainly not at a better price. I don’t want the outlay
of money that renting and staffing my own office would entail. This
way I walk into a situation where that sort of thing is already
taken care of.”

As if on cue, her phone rang. Checking caller
ID, she mouthed, “it’s him”, then picked up her phone and walked to
the porch. A short two minutes later, she walked back into the
kitchen.

“Well, you’ll be relieved to know I’m
gainfully employed. I have an eleven o’clock appointment to sign
papers and make it legal.”

“That’s fantastic! Congratulations.” He
stepped over and gave her a huge hug. “While you’re doing that,
I’ll be in Daytona checking on that garage fire that wiped out
three classic cars. I don’t expect to be late, but don’t start
dinner until you see me.”


Chapter 3

 


 


From their condo to the office was only a
short drive down the coastal highway, A1A. Usually referred to as
Beach Blvd., it was just one of the things that made St. Augustine
special. Elaine pulled into the driveway that led around the back
of the Stanley building to a spacious parking lot. She was driving
a rental but needed to make a decision on what car to buy one of
these days soon.

Her beloved Mini Cooper had gone to Jason to
drive back to school. She missed it, but it had been the right
thing to do. She had put off replacing it until some decisions had
been made about a job. Everything had hinged on getting through
school and landing something full time that paid well. She guessed
she didn’t have a reason to procrastinate any longer. From this
angle, it looked like her office was just one away from the
backdoor. It appeared that she had an almost private entrance. That
was a perk she hadn’t counted on. And in the far corner of the lot
was a charging station—that expanded her choice of vehicles; an EV
was tempting. It might be too soon to take a deep breath, but
everything certainly seemed to be falling into place.

The front door was on the side, complete with
a portico. Maybe a little pretend-grand for a one-story building,
but it offered protection from the elements when dropping someone
off. Other than a fair amount of rain, it wasn’t as if St.
Augustine had a lot of severe weather. The double-doors with etched
glass were a nice touch and Elaine entered the building to see
Ginny’s desk directly in front of her. Ginny rose and quickly came
around the desk to shake Elaine’s hand, congratulate her, and offer
coffee. Mr. Stanley would be a few minutes; he was with a client.
Elaine declined coffee and took a seat on an ornate bench along one
wall in the foyer.

The area certainly had Leon Stanley’s
touch—if he was the one who decorated. Two big seascape oils graced
the walls—one depicting a moon over an endless string of waves
hitting an empty beach, with the outline of a sailing ship in the
background. The other was a realistic rendition of the Castillo de
San Marcos, the fort overlooking Matanzas Bay. There was a charm to
the area that was unique.

She often referred to St. Augustine, Florida
as Santa Fe, New Mexico by the sea. There were only forty-five
years between the founding of the two cities with St. Augustine
being the older. But both had the old-world charm of narrow
streets, cobble-stone paths, one with Spanish-colonial architecture
and the other with a Pueblo style of traditional Spanish heritage.
Santa Fe’s houses were built around a plaza with most made of
adobe. She missed the ethnic diversity of New Mexico and the
mountains but had to agree the ocean was a great replacement. She
was jolted back to the present by male voices somewhere in the
vicinity of Ginny’s desk. She hadn’t had long to wait. Leon Stanley
nodded to her as he walked an elderly man to the door, then
returned and shook her hand.

“My apologies for the wait. I’m so happy you
took us up on our offer. I’m looking forward to adding you to the
crew.”

“I’ve been admiring the artwork.”

“You may not have been in our area long
enough to enjoy our artists’ community. You need to become familiar
with the local talent. It’s impressive.”

“I can see that.”

“I suspect your job may force an introduction
to St. Augustine in short order. Private investigation is certainly
not a desk job. But let’s get you properly enrolled.” He led the
way back to his office and scooted a chair up to the front of his
desk. “First, let me explain these forms.”

There was nothing out of the ordinary, just
normal employment paperwork. Perks included the usual 401K options
and health care. Elaine signed and Ginny provided copies. In the
meantime, Leon Stanley explained the office setup. After six in the
evening, the east side of the building including the foyer was
locked. A hallway separated Elaine’s office on the west side from
the partner’s offices. She was given keys to the entrance, the
eastside suite of offices, her own office and the back door. She
was always welcome to use the copy room and restrooms on the east
side after hours but didn’t have to be told how important it was to
make sure everything was locked up when she left. They employed a
guard who would check the premises twice a night—never at the same
times, of course. But an unlocked door still allowed time for
illegal entry if someone was watching.

He invited her to take a look at furniture
and artwork in a storage unit not far from the office. He had asked
the handyman to stand by to help move whatever she wanted to bring
this way. They tried to rotate artwork, so he was convinced she’d
find something she liked, as well as a desk and chair. The room
next to her office was actually a small conference room. It already
contained a table and chairs but she was free to choose any artwork
that she felt was appropriate.

“That’s enough to keep you busy this
afternoon. I’m sure you’re anxious to get set up. You strike me as
just chomping at the bit to get started. Am I right?”

Elaine laughed. “I hope I’m not over-eager,
but, yes, I’ve been looking forward to this for a while.”

“Then you’ll forgive me for what I did.” Leon
paused, twiddling a pen in front of him. “I made an appointment for
your first client tomorrow morning at ten.”

“But that’s terrific. Thank you. I assume
this is someone the firm is representing?”

“Well, actually no. After talking to the
young man, I felt he didn’t need the help of a law firm—at least,
not yet. He needed some questions answered first. And quite
frankly, there may not be anything we can help with. I felt with
your university experience, especially with that age group, the two
of you would be able to connect.”

Parentheses reads, could use a woman’s touch
Elaine thought, but kept her opinion to herself. “I’m anxious to
meet him—is there anything else I should know?”

“Not at this time. I want him to give you the
particulars; I’m not sure I have all the details straight. Anyway,
an afternoon doesn’t really give you much time to set up an office.
I’m sorry about that but once you meet him, I think you’ll see why
I wanted to offer our help as quickly as possible. The young man’s
family were close personal friends of my wife and me. I want to see
him guided in the right direction.”

Elaine was intrigued. But wasn’t it this
problem-solving aspect to the job that sold her on being a P.I. in
the first place? It was almost noon but she wasn’t hungry. There
was too much to do. The Stanley’s handyman, Andy, met her in the
foyer and said he’d brought his pickup around and thought she might
like to go to the storage unit. He had another man who could meet
them there and help load up whatever she wanted to bring back.
Perfect. She felt like she was getting a head start.

Storage units. They were everywhere and came
in varying sizes and reasons for being. They could be simply long
strips of enclosed garages, half acres of parking slots dedicated
to RVs, or an area devoted to only boat storage. There was a part
of her that hated to see large areas of woodlands razed to provide
these somewhat unsightly receptacles for peoples’ things. Didn’t it
say that just maybe people had too many ’things’?

This storage unit was about two miles from
the office and was made up of five rows of fifteen garages each
with a paved road about halfway down that appeared to run through
to the back, which looked like it was an open field. Andy stopped
in front of unit #58.

“Here’s a key for the padlock. You go ahead
and look around; I’m going to grab me a sandwich out of the machine
at the office up front. You want anything? Sandwich? Soft
drink?”

Elaine shook her head. “I’m fine.”

“I’ll leave the truck here. If my friend
shows up, tell him I’ll be right back. His name’s Rob.”

Andy took off at a jog. Another pickup turned
down the lane from the far end and coasted to a stop just as she
was slipping the padlock from the hasp.

“Hi. I’m here to help Andy and, I guess, you
move some furniture.”

Elaine introduced herself and with Rob’s help
lifted the door to the unit upward. What a treasure trove. An
eight-by-eleven oriental rug caught her attention first, next to a
Ming dynasty wannabe urn on a pedestal. Several screens with Asian
lettering were leaning against the wall next to the door beside
maybe twenty ornate mirrors of all sizes. Had the office housed a
narcissist? She could see several paintings at the very back behind
two desks turned on their sides and a stack of chairs—wood with
upholstered seats. A filing cabinet, again in wood, a credenza with
glassed front, and more rugs were all stacked in front of the
artwork.

Did she have a choice of color scheme? Or
would mix and match suffice? The chair’s cushions were a utility
dove gray, the first oriental rug she had seen had blue as its
predominant color. Those would work together. As for artwork, more
seascapes added to her blue/gray theme. By the time Andy
reappeared, finishing what appeared to be an egg salad sandwich—who
would eat egg salad out of a machine?—she had pretty much decided
on three fourths of her office furnishings.

Andy and Rob quickly loaded up everything she
pointed out and, in under an hour, they were headed back to the
office. She must have set a record because Leon Stanley seemed
surprised, but pleased.

“I’m so glad we’re putting some of these
things to good use. I hate to admit my late wife had a need to
change out office trappings every year or so. I’m sure you noticed
remnants of her Oriental period. And she couldn’t throw anything
away or, God forbid, sell it. I humored her and would sneak a few
things back in if they had disappeared over a weekend, for example.
Yes, it was a happy marriage. We just accepted each other’s
foibles.” He laughed, “This rug, for instance, was one of my
favorites. I’m glad you like it, too. And I’m very glad it’s going
to be on display again.”

Arranging furniture and hanging artwork took
another hour, then it was time to meet with Ginny to set up a
computer, bring it up to date with software, and supply the office
with any paper-goods that Ginny thought she might need. Andy was
able to connect the inner-office intercom and mount a
closed-circuit TV on the wall in the conference room. Remarkably,
by five everything was in place. She’d bring her laptop to the
office tomorrow and transfer her calendar and a few other files to
her desk work station but all in all, she was ready to go—to at
least get started.

She called Dan and offered to pick up Cuban
sandwiches on the way home. Did he want anything else? Just her.
She acknowledged the sweet answer and added a six-pack of Sam Adams
to her shopping list. But all the while she couldn’t get over the
idea of having her very first client in the morning.
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