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​Chapter 1
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Be like the bird who, pausing in her flight a while, on boughs too slight, feels them give way beneath her, and yet sings, knowing she has wings. - Victor Hugo 

SATURDAY

The storage unit's locker door was stuck again. No matter how hard she tried, Maddy Whitman could not get it to budge, not even a little. She swore under her breath and kicked it as hard as she could. The door popped up a few inches, taunting her.

“Of course, this is what it takes to get you to open,” she scowled at the door as she lifted it up. “Well, I won't let you ruin my mood. Things are looking up these days, not even a stupid door could wreck it for me!”

She had recently put a Victorian doll up for bidding on an online auction site. It had been slow to get much attention. After 48 hours, a bidding war had started. It ended with the doll selling for $2,100. This piece alone would pay for her condo and one utility bill for one month. Maddy had come to get it out of storage and package it for shipping. She was bent over a large wooden packing box, trying to pull the top off with the claw of a hammer, when a gruff male voice coming from behind startled her. She jumped up in surprise.

"Where's my stuff?"

"Pardon me? Who are you, and what stuff are you referring to?"

"You know damn well what stuff!" The voice belonged to a red-haired man who looked like he could have been a lumberjack, right down to his plaid green and black shirt, thick beard, and toque on his head. "Don't play me for a fool, girly."

"Okay, settle down. First of all, I'm nobody's 'girly'. Second, you need to tell me exactly what you are looking for. I buy lots of things, all the time. Thirdly, you'd better change your tone of voice if you want me to help you." She did not know who this guy was, and she certainly was not going to allow anyone, let alone a fresh-out-of-the-bush lumberjack, to disrespect her.

"I'll speak to you any way I want to. You took MY stuff from MY locker last Wednesday. I want it all back, NOW!"

"Last Wednesday? I didn't pick anything up... Oh yeah, wait." She remembered having won a storage auction that had been held right here at the Triple A storage facility. It had been a small one. The locker was full of junk that needed to be taken to the dump. No wonder she had forgotten about it. The only thing that had been worthwhile was a binder filled with hockey cards. She sold those easily to a collector who owned a store in West Edmonton Mall. She could always count on him to buy sports cards and memorabilia from her.

"Are you referring to the hockey cards?" she asked him. 

"Damn right, I am. And all the engine parts too."

"You'll have to take that up with Rod, the manager of this place. He's the one who puts the lockers up for auction."

This was not the first time Maddy had to deal with an owner who had been delinquent in his locker rental payments. After three months, storage facilities often put the contents of unpaid units up for auction. Maddy made a living buying and selling the contents she won in live and online auctions. She usually sent upset former owners to the various storage facilities' management, or, if she still had the items, she would sell them back to them for a fair price. 

"I did. They told me you were here and that I should bring this up with you." Maddy noticed that his tone had not improved. "I want it all back, now," he said, taking several steps closer to her.

Maddy was going to kill Rod, Triple-A's facilities manager. 

"Stay right where you are. I didn't invite you into my locker." His aggressive demeanor was starting to worry her. "Look, mister, I don't have your things anymore. Sorry. If I did, I'd sell them back to you. Now, could you please leave?"

If looks could kill, Maddy would have been dead on the spot. The lumberjack guy balled his hands into fists and started coming toward her. She took several steps back into her locker, trying to put distance between them.

"You had NO right selling my things. No right at all! I had five hundred dollars stashed in that old exhaust pipe!" He quickly advanced on her.

"Actually, I did." Maddy tried to distract him while looking for something she could use to defend herself. "Look around, do you see any of your things here?" She spotted a frying pan she was meaning to take to Goodwill lying on the floor a foot away from her. In a pinch, it would do. "Why hide your money in old rusty parts anyway? Who does that? You should be grateful that it wasn't five thousand dollars. There's a lesson in there for you."

"Don't try to waste my time. You have to give me all the money you got for my stuff AND that five hundred dollars."

He leaned forward and grabbed her arm, pulling her toward him. She curled her fingers toward the base of her palm and, using the momentum she had from the pull, she smacked him in the face as hard as she could. He immediately let go. "You shupid bits! You boke my toot." Blood was dripping from his mouth. "You gomma bay foh dish." He lunged at her.

Maddy screamed for help, then grabbed the frying pan. Lifting it high, she used all the strength she could muster and hit him hard on the head. His knees buckled, his eyes went wide with a look of shock and then rolled to the back of his head as he collapsed onto the ground.

Zane, her friend, occasional business partner, and Canada goose co-parent, came running in.

"Maddy, are you okay?"

"I think so," she replied, still holding the pan. "Did I kill him?"

Zane bent down to take a closer look at the crumbled body. "Nope, he's still breathing. What the hell happened? I heard you scream and came as fast as I could."

"This dipshidiot wanted his stuff back. Rod told him to come and see me. By the way, when I'm done here, Rod's going to meet the same fate. When I told this guy that I’d sold his things, he grabbed me. So, I let him have it."

"You certainly did, by the looks of it." Zane grinned. "You know, you're sure full of surprises. Never a boring moment with you around."

"I could do with a dose of boring right about now," Maddy sighed.

"Here, let me help you tie him up before he wakes up. Then we can figure out what to do with Mister Tough Guy."

"Thanks. Here are some zip-ties. Please, don't let me leave without taking this pan with me. It's found a new forever home, right by my front door, next to my trusty baseball bat."

~~~
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"THEN I SMACKED HIM, hard. I tried to do what they showed us in that self-defense course we took together last month. Remind me to thank Rick, by the way." Rick was Maddy's brother by choice. She was describing the morning's events to her best friends, Ashley and Tasha, over coffee. Ashley was smart, no-nonsense, beautiful, and oozed class. Tasha was a fun, energetic, and passionate Italian woman with street smarts, and she happened to be Rick's wife.

"Did it work, Bella?" Tasha asked. 

"Yes, and no."

"What do you mean?" Ashley looked down at her as she stood pouring them each more coffee.

"I aimed for his nose with the palm of my hand, like this." She showed them how she had curled her fingers just so. "Guess he was closer than I thought. I hit his mouth instead."

"Well, that explains the bandage." Ashley pointed at Maddy's right hand.

"Yeah, his teeth cut and bruised my hand. It hurt like heck." 

"Bet it hurt him more than it hurt you." Tasha smiled and lifted her hand to give her a high-five.

Maddy went to high-five her back, then decided to switch hands and use her uninjured left one instead. They all laughed. "Then Zane called the cops. They came and hauled Mister Lumberjack away. I'm definitely pressing charges!" 

"Zane was there?" Tasha lifted an eyebrow.

"He heard me yelling for help. He was too little, too late." She shrugged her shoulders. "Anyway, you won’t believe what else happened!”

"There's more news?" Tasha asked, even though she was not one bit surprised. Maddy always seemed to attract drama.

“Please, do tell Mads,” Ashley said.

“Guess who’s dating?” Grinning, Maddy wiggled excitedly in her chair.

"You?" Ventured Tasha.

"Nope. Guess again," she said, not taking the bait. Her grin grew wider.

“Just tell us, already! You know I'm not good at guessing games.” Ashley picked up the latest copy of House and Country magazine sitting on the coffee table and flopped down on the couch.

“Fine,” Maddy sighed. “Shirley and Bob.”

“Who?” Tasha asked.

“Aunt Shirley? From Triple A storage?” Maddy looked from one to the other, expecting them to figure it out.

“Doesn’t ring a bell. What about you, Ash?”

“Nope, I got nothing,” Ashley replied as she flipped to the collectibles section of the magazine.

“Oh, c'mon, you guys! Ash, you do know Bob, from Bernard’s? The antique and collectibles store on 124th Street?” 

“Oh, that Bob! I do know him, he’s an older gentleman," Ashley nodded. "Sweet guy, quirky son, Nick. No Nicky... No, Niko!"

“Yeah, anyway, Aunt Shirley is Rod’s aunt and the owner of Triple A,” Maddy explained.

“I’ve heard you mention Rod quite a few times. Isn’t he the guy who looks like Danny DeVito's cousin?” Tasha asked.

“That's the guy!” Maddy said. “Aunt Shirley suddenly dropped everything and headed for Hawaii to elope. She left Rod to run things. She even left wee Engelbert with him.”

“Wee Engelbert?” Tasha looked confused and horrified. “She abandoned her little boy? What kind of woman does that?”

“Oh, come on! Do you guys not listen to a word I say?” Maddy threw up her hands.

"Not when you start going on and on and on..." Ashley teased, winking at Tasha.

“Small fellow, with a couple of scraggly hairs on his head?" Maddy continued, ignoring Ashley. "Engelbert, Bertie? Missing a few teeth. Nasty disposition?”

"Hold on a minute. Bertie? Never heard of him before. He can't be Aunt Shirley's little boy, though, not if she's Rod's old auntie." Ashley was paying attention now. "Who is he, in relation to Shirley and Rod?"

“He's Aunt Shirley’s,” Maddy said. “I can’t believe you don’t remember me talking about him. He's adorable but has a nasty habit of taking a poop when you least expect it.”

“What?” Tasha and Ashley said in unison.

Maddy’s eyes widened at their response, and she looked again from one to the other.

“Why do you know his bathroom habits?” Tasha asked. 

“Umm... I’ve seen him do it all the time. The voiding process is natural, guys!”

Ashley stared at her friend before finally asking, “Who or what exactly is Engelbert, Maddy?”

“I told you that already. He's Aunt Shirley’s! She got him from the Humane Society. She tried to tell Rod he was an Alberta Special. He thought that meant he was a fancy designer breed." She giggled. "He didn't understand that it meant Bertie was a mongrel.” Maddy laughed some more at the memory of her breaking the news to Rod.

“The fact that he's a dog would have been a good thing to lead with Mads!” Ashley tossed the magazine in her direction. 

“Well, what else would he be?" Maddy replied, lifting her arms and ducking to avoid being hit by the flying collectibles issue. "You don't think I would describe a kid like that, do you?”

“Let’s say we were a bit confused,” Tasha said. 

"And, yes, you actually would," teased Ashley.

The three women looked at each other and burst out laughing. The absurdity of the exchange and the visual of a person randomly going to the bathroom on the floor appealed to their occasionally childish sense of humor. After they wiped their tears and got themselves under control, Maddy continued her story.

“According to Aunt Shirley, when she went to Hawaii, her new husband was distracted by all the hot hoochie mamas sauntering the beach wearing next to nothing. Before long, he left her for a 57-year-old hussy. Her words, not mine. And ran off with her money.”

“That's awful!” Ashley said. “Having your heart broken is one thing, it’s a whole other amount of hurt to be robbed at the same time”.

“She didn’t seem so worried about the money, though. She kept talking about how he also took her Betty Boop collection. I got the impression she was more broken-hearted about that than him leaving her.”

“So, how did she end up with Bob?” Tasha began nibbling on a bowl of chips sitting on the end table. Her eyes were fixed on Maddy, hanging on to her every word.

“Bob was staying in Hawaii with a friend who had won the lottery. His buddy took him along to see if they wanted to move there. He happened to be in the same area as Shirley. One night, feeling a bit lonely and at loose ends, they both attended what they referred to as a ‘pineapple singles night’.”

“A WHAT?” Both Ashley and Tasha exclaimed.

“Hey, I’m just repeating what they told me.” Maddy held up her hands, palms facing her friends. “Don’t shoot the messenger. Especially an injured one."

“Did they know that a pineapple is sometimes the symbol for swinging?” Ashley asked.

“I asked them if they knew what it meant, and they looked at me like I was crazy. They said that obviously, it's a symbol of Hawaiian hospitality, which is why they are often used as décor on door knockers, welcome mats, etc. I didn’t offer them the alternate meaning.”

"Oh, my gawd! Bob's son and Rod must have been mortified when they found out." Ashley said, putting a hand on her face.

“Wow,” Tasha murmured.

They sat there, grinning at each other, as they imagined the elderly couple showing up at a swingers’ party without even realizing it.
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​Chapter 2
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MONDAY

“Going once... going twice... sold to the man with the spikey hair!” the auctioneer declared with the authority of a major general at the Triple-A abandoned lockers auction.

“Congrats, Zane!” Maddy walked over to fist bump him with her left hand.

“And congratulations to you, too. I noticed you were successful in purchasing lot #49.” Zane smiled, pointing his auction brochure at her.

“Yup, and Rod was kind enough to tell me that once I've paid for it, he'll take it to my locker for me.”

“Wow! It must be nice to get such white glove service. Wish I was a pretty girl,” Zane chuckled. Maddy felt herself redden slightly.

“I wouldn't go as far as calling it 'white glove' service, I'm pretty sure he'd do it for anyone who asked,” Maddy insisted. “He’s a very nice guy, once you get past all the bravado.”

“Doubt he'd do it today. Several lots are being auctioned off here." Zane pointed at the brochure again. “I agree, though,

he is a good guy and all, I just can’t see how he would have the time to help everyone who needed it.”

“Hey, by the way, did you notice that Aunt Shirley's back?” Maddy changed the subject to something a bit less focused on her.

“I heard that. I'm a bit surprised, I thought she was supposed to be in Hawaii indefinitely. She got married, didn’t she?”

“Yeah, she did; however, it was short-lived. He left her for a hussy,” Maddy said poker-faced.

“Oh, really?” Zane chuckled, then pointed over Maddy's shoulder.

She turned around and noticed Rod approaching them. The wind blew his combover, making it appear to be gently waving at people as he passed by them. Engelbert was nestled in his arms, his chin on Rod’s forearm, gummy overbite sucking on Rod’s sleeve cuff.

“Hi Rod,” Maddy said.

“Hey Maddy, I’ve got all your auction treasures moved into your unit. I convinced the auctioneer that I knew ya and that you were good for it. You can go pay him whenever you're ready,” Rod said, looking up at Maddy.

“That's awesome, thank you so much!” She avoided Zane's 'I told you' look while Rod talked to her about her latest lot purchase.

“Anytime,” Rod said, beaming. “You know I don’t mind helping you. If you need anything, anything at all...”

“I hear your aunt has returned from Hawaii, Rod,” Zane interrupted, grinning at Maddy. “You must be happy to see her.” 

“Well, yeah, kinda,” Rod said hesitantly. “I was a bit shocked. We stayed up late last night talking about everything, and we've come to an understanding.”

“An understanding?” Maddy's curiosity was piqued. “Yeah, things will continue as usual. Aunt Shirley wants to remain retired, but she'll be living on-site with me.” Rod said. “Like roommates, not like me shacking up with my aunt or anything.”

“Of course, no explanation needed,” Maddy replied, trying to avoid visualizing Rod 'shacking up' with Shirley. “It can be nice to have another adult around sometimes.”

“Exactly,” Rod said, relief plainly showing on his face, glad Maddy didn’t think any less of him for living with his aunt.

“Well, I’m going to leave you two gentlemen to chat while I go see what's in that new lot of mine.”

~~~
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MADDY UNLOCKED HER storage unit door. She noticed that it wasn't sticky anymore and rolled up without effort. That pleased her more than anyone could imagine. Rod must have fixed it. She had to make sure to thank him.

‘Zane might have a point,’ she thought. ‘Then again, who am I to complain if it makes him happy to help me? Why dissuade him?’ Switching the light on as soon as she entered, she looked over her shoulder, making sure no lumberjack was lurking in the shadows. She did not want a repeat of the other day. Her storage locker also doubled as her makeshift office. The space was packed. There was no room to move around much. Bins were piled on top of boxes, and random items were strewn everywhere. It was an ongoing battle for her to keep her stock rotating as much as possible. More than once, she'd discovered something underneath boxes, items she was unaware she even owned.

“Oh, what I would not give to have my very own proper store,” she mumbled, bumping her hip on the corner of a dresser as she made her way through the unit. “Damn it!” She rubbed the tender spot and carefully reached for the bin Rod had placed on the top of the pile. As she pulled it down, the stacked boxes beneath it began to sway. She quickly put the box she was holding on the ground, freeing her hands to stabilize the rest. She silently promised herself to review her finances and see if she could afford a small store somewhere, even a tiny one would do.

She pulled the first clear bin out in the open and began rummaging through it. Something caught her eye on the auction page when she had surfed it. It looked like no one else had noticed it. She pulled out the piece of china that all had missed, but she had seen. It was very hot on several collectors' markets right now. No one else had paid any attention to that particular locker's lot. She had waited it out and purchased the whole lot for $55. If that one piece was what she thought it was, she would double her money quite easily.

“Eureka!” she exclaimed after turning the serving tray over and inspecting the bottom. It was exactly as she had thought, a Royal Crown Derby piece. Not the best find she had ever made, nevertheless, it was a good start. She felt that anything else in the box would be gravy. Excitement mounted. She always got a little flutter in her stomach when she sorted through a new bin's contents. She began to pull out an array of items, including salt and pepper shakers, a couple of smaller pieces of china, and a box that held what appeared to be someone’s silver collection. That could be a nice find if she could track down just the right buyer, someone who made rings and such out of silverware. That was assuming they were silver. People didn't buy silverware to use as flatware anymore. However, they seemed to like it when it was transformed into jewelry and wind chimes. Digging further into the bottom of the box, she spotted a leather scroll-like package, tied with a leather string.

“What have we got here...” She loved surprises, that moment of opening up the unexpected, that second just before the object revealed itself. She had tried to explain it to PopPop, her step-grandfather, whom she considered her real grandfather and only living relative. He just didn’t get it. She even tried to compare it to his love of coin collecting. He told her that he needed more excitement in his life than coin collecting these days. She promised herself to bring him along to auctions more often. She didn't want him looking for 'excitement' in the wrong places. She'd heard about lonely seniors who suddenly started behaving like teenagers. Maddy certainly didn't need that to worry about.

She turned her attention back to the leather roll. Inside was a set of sharp-looking knives. They gleamed in the fall’s warm afternoon sun. 'What a nice find,' she thought. They looked like quality knives. Maddy was pretty sure they could bring a nice amount of cash. This was something that needed to be investigated further. She rolled the knives back up and set them aside, then replaced the other objects in the plastic bin. She would come back later to take pictures of these objects to accompany the ones to be listed for sale.

~~~
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ONCE BACK HOME, SHE sat at her dining room table with her laptop by a large window and began listing some of the items she knew the value of, like the platter. Once that was done, she started researching the knives. First, she took a picture of the knives, then she did an image search. So many results came up that looked very close to the set she had, yet were not identical. The prices ranged between $20 to $2,000 each. Not helpful enough. On the bottom of the leather knife roll was a faint signature. Unfortunately, she couldn't make out what it said. Frustrated, she quit her research and put them away. She would take them later to Bernard’s and see if Bob might know anything about them.

She reached for the overly ornate lamp that was sitting on her kitchen table and took a picture of it. She proceeded with researching it like she had with the knives. An incoming call interrupted her. Her cell displayed the name of an annoying person she occasionally did business with. She half-sighed, half-groaned. She was expecting this call, even so, she never enjoyed talking with the caller on the other end. The woman was usually quite an unpleasant person to deal with. Still, she was one of Maddy's best customers. She was an interior decorator and buyer who often purchased high-end items for her clients.

“Hey there, Paris,” she answered, then put her on speaker phone.

“You called earlier. I was in a very important meeting with one of my top clients. Priorities, you know." Paris' voice oozed with attitude, each word coming out in a clipped, curt tone. "You left a message for me to return your call. Make it quick, I have another meeting soon,” Paris said.

“Yes, I did. How are you doing today?” Maddy smiled as she spoke, trying to trick her body into believing this woman didn’t get on her last nerve.

“I’m fine. Did you have something for me?”

“I’m not sure, I’m sending you a picture via text. It's an ornate lamp I found...”

“Got it.” A few seconds of silence passed before she continued. “No, I don’t want it. None of my clients would want such a gaudy lamp.”

The tone of Paris's voice made Maddy grit her teeth. The condescending snobbishness of this woman was unbelievable. Never wasting an opportunity to let Maddy know that she dealt with a higher level of clientele who had much more discerning tastes than she could ever understand. Yet at the same time, she became very irate if Maddy had a piece with any possible potential at all and did not give Paris the first right of refusal.

“Okay, just thought I’d...” Maddy stopped mid-sentence and stared at the display on her phone. It read 'Call ended'.
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​Chapter 3
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WEDNESDAY

“So, tell me, Rick, what kind of beer do you want this time?" Maddy asked after greeting him with a hug in front of her building.

"Hmm... There are a few new ones out. Surprise me with something from Monolith."

"Oooh, going for the high end, more expensive stuff this time, eh?" she said as she climbed into his truck.

"If it's too much, you can get me whatever. I don't mind."

"I know you wouldn't mind. I'm only teasing you. With all the help you give me, you deserve high-end and more!"

Rick's family had taken Maddy in while she was still in high school, right after her mother died. Life with her stepfather had become a nightmare of violence bordering on sexual harassment. She had always looked at Rick as the brother she never had, the one she had always wanted. He had always been there for her. Rick, his wife Tasha, their twin daughters, and Ashley were her chosen family. "Alright, enough with the compliments. You're gonna make me blush." Rick opened his truck's door for her.

"I don't think I gave you compliments, but if it makes you happy, enjoy!" she teased as she climbed into the passenger seat. 

"Yeah, yeah, whatever. What's the plan for today?" he asked while starting the truck. It made a terrible noise. "When are you going to fix that?"

"It is fixed, and I am keeping it that way."

"Tasha and the girls will never ride with you as long as it sounds like that. You know that, right?"

Rick smiled. That was the point. His truck was his alone space, except when he helped Maddy move stuff.

"Directions, m'lady?"

"Triple-A. I need to get rid of a bunch of unsellable, un-donatable junk."

"I take it we are then going to take that load to the dump next, correct?"

"Correct."

"Aren't you going to answer your phone? It's been buzzing for a while now."

"I know, it's just Rod. We'll be seeing him soon. He can tell me whatever it is he wants in person."

"Does he usually call you?”

“Not usually."

"It's buzzing again, might be important."

"Fine, I'll answer. You can start driving, please. You're such a curious cat, you know that?"

"Meow!"

"Hi Rod. What? NO! How? I can't believe it. I'm on my way. Can you call the cops, please?"

"What's wrong?" Rick turned the engine off and looked at her. "Why call the cops?

"Just go! Hurry up, please. Someone broke into my storage unit. Rod said it looks like someone had locked a wild animal in there."

~~~
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ROD WAS WAITING FOR them at Triple-A's gate. He looked completely demoralized. Maddy jumped out of the truck, and Rick went to park it by the office.

"The police are already at your locker, Maddy," Rod told her. "They were patrolling the neighborhood."

"I just can't catch a break!"

"I'm sorry, Maddy. We'll cover your insurance deductible.”

”I'm not worried about that, Rod," Maddy said as they approached her locker. "It's that some of the stuff can't be replaced."

She slowed down as they approached the row of lockers where hers was located. Rick had caught up to them.

"Maddy, it's only stuff," he said. "You didn't get hurt like last time."

"There's been too many times, Rick," she replied, sounding defeated.

She was met by the two officers who were taking pictures and notes. Maddy knew them from some previous unfortunate events and liked them both. Especially Officer Giani Sidhu. She had been kind and patient with Maddy. She had not spent much time with Officer Tom Janvier, but he seemed the decent sort. Seeing them both put her at ease right away.

"Officers Sidhu and Janvier! Thank you for coming so fast." 

"Ms. Whitman, it looks worse than it is. We think that whoever did this was in a rush," Officer Sidhu said.

"They made a huge mess here. However, we don't think they found what they were looking for," commented Officer Janvier.

"How can you tell? Did they leave a note?" Rick said sarcastically.

"Yes, as a matter of fact, they did," Officer Sidhu replied, giving him a 'smarten up' look that put him in his place.

Rick looked away sheepishly.

"How is that, ma'am, I mean Officer?" Rod asked, trying to look tall and serious.

"Ms. Whitman, please follow me if you will." Officer Janvier led her to the back of the storage locker and pointed in the direction of a tall Baroque mirror. 'Where’s my stuff?' was scribbled on it.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
QUAIL’S






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image002.png
I
=By the Book

> Publishing





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





