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Smoking Ash
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Chapter 1

Not to be melodramatic or anything, but…it was a dark and stormy night. 

No kidding, it really was. As I sat at the Tampa Humidor, smoking my favorite cigar, a Gurkha Warlord, I looked out the large storefront window at the tumult pouring down outside. A lesser man might be concerned about the walk I would be facing in a few hours when they finally closed at midnight, but I had other things on my mind. Well, one thing, anyway. Something that sported incredibly nice legs and a decided lack of inhibition when it came to her bankbook.

The rain was coming down so hard that I could hear it above the conversations going on around me. It was a Thursday, so the place was packed, as usual. Most places would be cleared out a bit by bad weather, but Tampa Humidor sports a loyal clientele, and they would probably find their way in during a hurricane, if the owner of the place was ever crazy enough to have it open. 

I had been there since 3 o’clock that afternoon, and was bound and determined to stay until they locked the doors. Tonight, I could tell, I would have company. Familiar faces were in abundance, and by the look of them, they were here for the long haul, just as I was. The Humidor is one of those places that feature an atmosphere of comfort and familiarity, while never resorting to becoming boring. It was a great place to get away, because you could sit and talk with people of nearly every walk of life, without ever having to feel out-of-place. It didn’t matter if you were a gardener or a CEO. You had value, your opinions counted, and you were always welcome. That was the official Tampa Humidor philosophy, and it was well-received.

For me, though, it wasn’t a matter of camaraderie or getting away from the wife and kids for a few hours. Tampa Humidor doubles as my office. I am what some people would call a facilitator. In other circles, I am known as a consultant. I really don’t care either way. I never bothered to put any particular label on who or what I am. I don’t have business cards or flyers. I don’t take ads out in the newspaper or yellow pages, and I certainly don’t have a website. In the simplest of terms, I help people get what they need. You ever hear someone say they “know a guy who knows a guy?” Well, I’m that guy they know.

I used to have a nice office job. I used to work my 40 hours a week and spend the weekends mowing the lawn. And, truth be known, I liked it. It suited me well enough. In the course of my career as a professional copywriter, I worked with every kind of company out there, and I learned really quickly how to make important contacts because of that. I listened when clients talked, and they told me plenty. I’ve always known that when you just sit there and give them the chance, people will tell you far more than they realize. Often, they’ll tell you far more than they really want to. That’s how I got started. People kept asking me where to get their car fixed, or who to call for a good plumber. I was the guy with all the contacts, and I liked it.

When I lost my job (I wasn’t fired, by the way. The company went belly up) I soon found that people were still asking me these questions, and were willing to throw me a few bucks for the information. Finding a job making the kind of money I was used to making was hard, but I didn’t worry. I was making a decent living just giving advice—without even trying. Soon enough, people started coming to me about less than professional requests. That’s when I discovered that I had a knack for finding answers. 

A lot of the time I got asked hum-drum questions that took no effort at all. Sometimes, though, I got posed with some real doozies.

That’s where the nice pair of legs came in. She walked into the Humidor about a half an hour after I arrived, and I watched as she walked up to the bar. She spoke to Mike, the owner, for about 30 seconds, then he pointed over to where I was sitting. The second her eyes locked on to me, I knew I was in trouble. 

Every man should know his weaknesses. It’s important. It is by recognizing our own personal kryptonite that we are able to avoid the situations that would cause our greatest downfalls. Yeah, I know, real deep. But there is something to it. At that moment, as she sauntered over to my very comfortable leather chair, I sensed one of those situations coming on, and every ounce of my rational brain was screaming at me to get up and walk away; go outside into that pouring rain and go home.

That’s the annoying part about personal weaknesses. You can see ’em coming from so far away, and you’ll just sit there and wait for them to catch up with you. Every time. Trust me on this, I’ve got years of in-depth research on the subject.

Her name, she informed me, was Anita McGuire, and she was in need of a certain type of service that she was uncomfortable looking up herself. I had heard similar stories before. Sometimes people mistook what I did for a criminal buyers club. People wanted to know where to find someone to “take care” of an ex-spouse, or they would like to unload some merchandise quietly. 

For the record, I don’t do that. Not only do I have this annoying conscience to keep me on the (mostly) straight and narrow, but I find that staying on the right side of the law to be good for my business, as well as my pesky little habit of staying out of jail. So, when it seemed like she was starting down that path, I quickly held up my hand to stop her. I have a set speech for just this situation, carefully crafted to let them know I was not interested, without insulting or offending them. That’s a lot more important than you would think. Your average person, once they decide to do something nefarious, can get extremely paranoid. And paranoid people, by and large, can be very dangerous. Especially when they have just confided in you that they are planning something illegal.

I was halfway through my patented “cover-my-ass” speech, when she smiled and chuckled quietly, indicating that I had jumped to the wrong conclusion. Then, she filled me in on just how wrong I was. She wasn’t looking for something illegal, just a little embarrassing. Specifically, she was looking for someone that specialized in trailing people. Mind you, most private investigators running ads in the yellow pages will do that, but as a rule, they suck at it. If you really want someone that can follow somebody for long periods of time without being noticed, then you need to find a specialist who has been trained to do just that. That usually means an ex-special forces person. They aren’t cheap, and they aren’t easy to find.

That’s what she was looking for. That’s why she was calling on me. She left her contact information, along with a $500 retainer, and left.

$500, you should know, is no small amount of money to a guy who makes his living like I do. Don’t get me wrong. I’m certainly not poverty stricken, but my usual payout comes in more of a trickle. So, the sudden deposit of a large wad of cash into my grubby little hands was enough to make me start to think of splurging.

I don’t have a lot of expensive tastes. Never have. Cigars are my only real vice, actually. And I have had my eye on a box of Graycliffs for three months now. Of course, I also had a leaky bathroom sink that needed the attentions of a plumber, as well.

Decisions, decisions.

I was well into my struggle of practical versus play, when Mike called over to me.

“Les? You got a phone call.”

That was weird. Nobody ever called me at the Humidor. Anyone that has a reason to call has my cell number. I got up, laid my cigar in the ashtray and walked to the phone Mike was holding up for me.

“Lester Calvin.”

“Mr. Calvin? It’s Anita McGuire. I…I think I’ve made a mistake.”

So much for the Graycliffs.

“Second thoughts?” I asked, trying to sound a lot less disappointed than I actually was, “Probably for the best. You can come collect your retainer tonight, or we can agree to meet somewhere tomorrow if you’d like—considering the weather.”

“That won’t be necessary,” she responded.

“I’m sorry?”

“The retainer is yours to keep, Mr. Calvin. It was offered in good faith, and I am a woman who takes great stock in such things.”

“I can certainly appreciate that, Ms. McGuire…” I said, trying to sort this whole thing out in my head, “I just don’t know how comfortable I am with accepting such a large amount of money without earning it. Professional ethics, you know.”

I hoped that sounded good to her. It did in my head, but you can never really know. The truth was that ethics had absolutely nothing to do with it. I just don’t want to end up on the garbage end of an angry woman who suddenly realizes that she just parted with $500 and got nothing out of the deal.

“Alright, Mr. Calvin. I’ll let you off the hook, ethically. Let’s just leave that $500 as a retainer for future services. I work with several charities that are always needing something. A man of your connections would prove to be invaluable, I’m sure.”

That did cover the whole “something for nothing” dilemma.

“I’m sure it won’t be long before I’ll be asked to find something that’s nearly impossible to get. Having the benefit of your services could make me the instant hero.” She said calmly, soothingly. It was so perfect, so logical. It made absolute sense in every way. In my experience, that is usually a dead giveaway that something is very, very wrong.

“I guess that sounds reasonable,” I responded, hoping that it sounded as confident and easy-going as I was trying to project.

She said something after that. I wasn’t really paying attention. I was already balancing the benefits of a new box of Graycliffs against the certain trouble I would eventually be getting myself into. 

“Well, thank you for your time, Mr. Calvin. I am certain we will be seeing each other soon,” she said in way of a goodbye. I reciprocated, and ended the call. I placed the phone on the bar, and motioned to Mike that I was done.

I slowly walked back to my seat and picked up my Warlord from the ashtray. One quick attempt at a puff told me that it needed to be relit. I grimaced at the bitter, acrid taste. There’s nothing worse than smoking ash. 

As I picked up my lighter and started to relight, I couldn’t help but thinking how the Graycliff always held that slightly sweet, spicy taste when you lit it.

“Mike?” I called, “do you still have that box of Graycliff Churchills?”

“Yeah,” Mike replied, “two, in fact.”

“Don’t push it,” I said with a smile. Mike grinned back. He knew I’d been trying to talk myself into this particular purchase for some time.

“You want me to put it on your account?” Mike asked. Mike didn’t extend credit to just anyone, but some of us regulars were there so often that it was more convenient to pay by the month than day-to-day.

“Nope. This one I’ll go ahead and pay for in cash,” I said, smiling. I got up and made my way to the cigar room. Tampa Humidor actually was divided in half. The Lounge took up about 2,000 square feet, including the bar, the individual seating areas, and the card table. It was impressive, but not nearly as impressive as the actual humidor. The Cigar Room was just as expansive as the lounge, and filled with the widest selection of cigars in the state of Florida. 

I know. I sound like an ad. But it is important, simply because Mike’s selection is what brings so many people to the Humidor in the first place. So many people is what makes my living possible.

I walked along until I reached the Graycliff selection. Geez, they were expensive. Too expensive, truthfully, for an average joe to even feel comfortable with. But, that was half the fun of it. Buying something that was technically beyond your means, without actually going beyond your means.

As for my sink… Well, I’d been meaning to be more of a do-it-yourself kind of guy, anyway. With what I’d have left of the $500, I could buy a how-to book from Home Depot.

I spied the box quickly, and reached for it. I couldn’t help but feel guilty. I was buying something frivolous and ridiculously expensive—and with money I didn’t earn, to boot. Not guilty enough to stop, mind you, but guilty enough to make those cigars that much more enjoyable. I grabbed a few Perdomos and an Omar Ortez on my way, as well. I would wait until I got home before opening the box, and I wanted something to enjoy as I luxuriated in my wicked, wicked ways.

Someone once described excess as “that thing you do when there’s nobody to judge you for it.” The idea behind this little nugget of wisdom is that we all enjoy going overboard every now and then, and all we’re really doing is just waiting for an excuse to go ahead and do it. Maybe I was backing that theory up. Maybe I was just taking a break from responsibility. I tried not to think about it too much as I slipped the money into Mike’s hands at the register.

It wasn’t the only thing I was working hard not to think about. The diversion of a brand new box of smokes was beneficial, in that it gave me an excuse not to wonder why a beautiful, obviously well-off woman would be wanting the services of such a specialized private detective. If I started thinking in that direction, I would eventually have to wonder why she suddenly changed her mind, and why she was so willing to part with $500 on account of it. 

Don’t get me wrong. I’m not the overcautious type. You really can’t afford to be in my line of work. I just don’t like the idea of something being too easy. A nice big wad of cash just landing in my lap fit very snugly into that category. But, of course, I was not thinking about that at the moment. I was going to a great effort not to—remember. And, fortunately, I had plenty of distraction to help me.

The rest of the night went well. Good company, good smokes, and a few beers all went toward that endeavor. I even managed to get a ride home at the end of the night. A man can definitely feel blessed with such a wealth of friends and good feelings, if he’ll take the time to appreciate it. I always do.

Normally, I like to unwind a bit before heading off to bed. That night, I didn’t. I showered, checked my e-mail, then hit my mattress without a second thought.

I awoke at around 8am—late for me. I generally get up around 7, alarm clock or no. I can’t honestly say why. It’s just one of those internal clock things, I guess. I suppose it doesn’t really matter. I never conduct business before 10, and everyone knows it. Actually, most of my clientele comes from people who are trying to sneak away on a lunch break or after work. A good portion of my business comes from people who are trying to do things without someone noticing. Whether it’s a guy who wants new rims on his car without his wife finding out, or a local businessman looking to impress his boss with those impossible-to-get football tickets, there is always “someone” in the picture that can’t find out what they’re doing. Those kind of phone calls usually come later in the day, and that’s just fine with me. I may be up at a normal time, but I’m still not a morning person. Those first few hours belong to me, and me alone. It’s been that way for a long time, now, and I have absolutely no interest in changing.

All that, to say that I got up an hour late. Insignificant, really. Except that, as I stumbled to my kitchen to fix a pot of coffee, I saw a little blinking light on my answering machine. Someone had left me a message this morning. 

I was tempted to go ahead and get my coffee before I checked it, but I didn’t. For all I knew, it could be an emergency. Bleary-eyed and only half-awake, I hit the play button and listened.

“Mr. Calvin, I apologize for calling so early,” announced an unfamiliar, and even more unfriendly voice. “But I think you and I need to have a talk. Call me as soon as you get this message. You can reach me at the field office for the FBI. Just ask for Agent Henry David.”

He spouted off a number afterward, but I barely heard it. There was something about the way he said, “you and I need to have a talk” that sent cold shivers down my back. It reminded me of the way my mother used to announce that she had discovered my latest experiment in disobedience when I was a child. 

“I definitely should have gone for the coffee first,” I mumbled to myself.

There is an art to making excuses. All too often, people make the mistake of thinking that they can just bluff their way through with no preparation or forethought. Those are the ones that always end up looking like idiots. At that moment, as I stood looking down at my phone, I started to mentally run down a list of reasons why I wouldn’t have gotten the call, and calculate how much time each excuse would allow me before returning that call.

The most obvious choice, the truth, would require that I return the agent’s call immediately. That was not something I wanted to do. I had no idea why he wanted to talk to me, but it was certainly not to award me a good citizenship medal, so I would probably be needing some serious caffeine in my system before that conversation took place.

The most convenient choice was to say I was out of town. I could ignore the call for a full day with that one, but that would require a long and drawn out back-story to go with it. Since I’m not a big fan of effort, I decided not to go that route either.

I made my coffee as I thought the matter through. I think better with a good supply of the stuff running through my veins. About halfway into the third cup, my mind cleared up enough for me to come to the startling conclusion that I didn’t actually need an excuse. The simple truth was that I missed his call, and it’s none of his business why.

I like moments of clarity like these. All too often, they’re accompanied by feelings of guilt, remorse, and an almost unstoppable urge to make amends. So, when a moment of clarity actually makes me feel better about my situation, it’s kind of a treat.

I allowed myself two more cups of coffee, three Krispy Kreme donuts, and a good browse through my e-mails before I decided I had enough of a morning to face whatever music Henry David of the FBI had for me. I checked the message once more, wrote down the number, and dialed.

I expected that I would have to be on the phone for a while, explaining to some desk clerk who I was and why I was calling, then get to listen to the fuzzy-generic rendering of Muskrat Love while I was on hold for eternity until the good agent could get to my call. 

“Agent David,” announced the voice on the end of the line. Now, that was unexpected.

“Oh,” I said dumbly, “I…I wasn’t expecting…”

I inwardly slapped myself for sounding stupid. Then just charged on.

“This is Lester Calvin. I got a message that you wanted to speak with me.”

“Oh, yes. Mr. Calvin. Thank you for getting back with me so soon.”

“Not at all. What can I do for you, Agent David?”

There was a pause. I don’t like pauses. At least, not from law enforcement types. With them, a pause means, “I’m about to ruin your morning, and I’m trying to figure out the best way to do it.”

“Are you familiar with an Anita McGuire?” the agent asked.

You meet a strange woman on a stormy night and she gives you $500 for doing nothing. Then the FBI calls.

How did I not see this coming?

“Mr. Calvin?” he asked again. I guess I was processing a little too long.

“Sorry,” I managed, “I don’t know if ‘familiar’ is the right word. I met with her for about 3 minutes last night. That about sums up the relationship.” I was running through all the different things that could be going on with this woman that would inspire an agent of the FBI to be calling me first thing in the morning. Not a one of the possibilities made my morning feel any brighter.

“And, what—exactly—did you and Mrs. McGuire talk about for those 3 minutes? And, could you give me the approximate time this conversation took place?”

“She wanted a referral for a…” I stopped for a second. Not because I was uncomfortable with telling him anything, but because I started to get an oddly unpleasant feeling about this whole scenario, “I’m sorry…but, aren’t these the kind of questions you usually ask in person, in a closed off room with no air conditioning?” 

The detective made a half-hearted attempt at a chuckle. He needed more practice at it.

“I assure you, Mr. Calvin, this is no interrogation. You are not suspected of anything. I’ve already confirmed your whereabouts for last night,” he told me.

That was a red flag. For me to “not be suspected,” there had to be something for me to be suspected of. And the fact that he had already confirmed my whereabouts means that it was something pretty serious.

“So, if you don’t mind my asking, Mr. Calvin…what kind of referral did you provide for Mrs. McGuire?” he asked. It hadn’t escaped my notice that it was the second time he had referred to her as “Mrs.” McGuire. I had assumed the woman was married, even though she wasn’t sporting a wedding ring, but now it was confirmed.

“She was looking for a private investigator, but she changed her mind.”

“In a 3-minute conversation?”

“No, she called me back a short while later. Told me to keep the retainer.”

“Is that odd?”

“Not really. I supply a lot of different kinds of referrals. She felt confident that I would be able to help her in some capacity in the near future.”

Another pause, some shuffling. So, he had a file on me.

“Yes, I see… You run a sort of referral service. Is that correct?” He knew damn well that it was, but these federal types like to remind you how much they know about you. It scares a lot of people. I’m not one of them.

“Something like that. If you’ll look on your file under ‘known clients,’ you’ll see that the Tampa Police Department is one of them. Repeat business, in fact.”

Another chuckle, but at least this one was real. He was busted, and he had the grace to appreciate it.

“Yes, in fact, it does show that,” he said. Something was decidedly different in his voice, now. He knew that the whole G-man persona was blown out of the water, so he dropped the big brother routine. 

“Can you remember when you and Mrs. McGuire talked?” he asked again.

“It was about 3:30. Then she called a few hours later. That was it.”

“I see,” he responded. His tone conveyed all kinds of interesting things about how much he doubted my story.

“Can I ask why you’re looking into Mrs. McGuire?” I asked.

I knew that I wouldn’t get a straight answer. Law enforcement does not make a habit of giving out information. They follow a pretty regular policy of “ask questions, don’t answer them.” In fact, about the only time a cop will ever part with any information is if they are trying to gauge your reaction.

“You know I can’t really tell you that,” Agent David answered, typically. “You mentioned a retainer, earlier. Was that retainer, by any chance, $500?”

Oh, this was going to hurt.

“Yeah. On the nose,” I said, with an inflection that communicated how much I was going to hate what was coming next.

“Hundred dollar bills?”

“Yep.”

There was a pause, as though he was thinking something through. Maybe he was just trying to make me nervous. If so, it was working marvelously.

“Is there any chance I could run those serial numbers?” he asked.

I pulled out my wallet and flipped through the loose bills until I came to the single remaining hundred.

“I can give you one of them.”

“You already…” The good agent was smart enough to stop before he sounded judgmental. 

“One would be fine. Thank you.”

I ran off the serial number as I pondered to myself how this was all connected. I can’t help it really. I’m just one of those people that can’t leave things alone.

“Thank you, Mr. Calvin,” Agent David announced, indicating that this conversation was coming to a close, “Would you be available if we need to get back in touch with you?”

I hate questions like that. Mainly, I hate them because the question he’s asking and the question he wants answered are two different things. My “availability” was not in question. This was the freaking FBI. If they want to talk to me, they are damn well going to talk to me. That’s just the way it is. It was my cooperation that he was asking for.

To be honest, I wasn’t sure how cooperative I wanted to be just yet. And don’t try and lecture me about “civic duty” either. I don’t mind doing my part—even a little beyond—but I know from experience that being at a law enforcement officer’s beck and call can turn into a real nightmare. At least with the Tampa Police, I got paid for it. 

“Yeah, sure,” I said after a moment’s reflection. I gave him my cell number, which he promptly wrote down.

“Excellent. Thank you, Mr. Calvin.”

“Of course,” I said without meaning it. At the moment, I just wanted to placate the man and get off the phone.

“Anything else I can do to help?” I asked, then immediately wondered why I had just offered.

“Just one more thing, Mr. Calvin. Would you happen to know how to get a hold of Mrs. McGuire? I assume that you do normally take down contact information from your clientele.”

It was a simple enough expectation, and I should have seen it coming, but I didn’t. The logical thing to do now was to say, “Of course, Mr. Secret Agent Man. I have that information right here.” 

I didn’t, however. For some reason, I just didn’t feel entirely comfortable giving that information away. Maybe there was some sort of weird client confidentiality thing that I’ve always secretly respected, but just never had the opportunity to invoke. Maybe I was feeling a little rebellious. Maybe this guy was just pissing me off and I didn’t want to help him any more.

For whatever reason, my very sensible “Of course, Mr. Secret Agent Man. I have that information right here” became “No. She didn’t give me her contact information. She preferred to contact me.”

“Is that normal?” he asked, knowing the answer.

“Not usually. But she dropped $500 in my hand. That buys a lot of trust.”

“I see,” he said, and in doing so informed me of what he thought of my business practices. I had bought myself a bit of trouble with that, and I knew it. He either knew I was lying, or now suspected that I was in the habit of working with all kinds of nefarious people who were up to no good.

He was right either way, but it was still insulting.

“Thank you for your time, Mr. Calvin. I will be in touch.” With that, he hung up.

It was going to be an interesting day. 




Chapter 2

I had a few hours to reflect on the stark reality of my situation as I went through my morning routine. My mood was completely blown, of course, but a routine is a routine. By 10 o’clock, I had managed to work myself well into a full-blown huff over the whole thing. After all, I had done nothing wrong. I had been hired for a job, and been paid for it. When she cancelled, I offered to give back the money. She was the one who insisted I hold onto it as a retainer against future services. Which, by the way, is a perfectly legitimate business practice.

So, why should I have to be questioned by the FBI? Why is some damn fed talking to me like I’m a suspect—especially when he won’t say what kind of suspect I even am?

As I said before, I had had a few hours to work myself into a solidly bad mood, and I had done a damn good job if I do say so myself.

And it didn’t help one bit that I still had a leaky bathroom faucet to contend with. Yeah, I know. The leaky faucet was there before the FBI called, and had absolutely nothing to do with why I was irritated. But, hey, once you get yourself worked up, why waste it by only focusing on the bad things immediately affected, when you’ve got a world of annoying realities to throw in?

Well, it seemed logical at the time. 10:30 is when my actual day usually begins, work-wise. And I generally try and separate that from my mood-of-the-moment.

It’s easier some days than others.

I had a few calls to make, and some e-mails to respond to, but overall not too much. That, at least was a blessing. My first call was to a local carpenter that did some “specialized sidework” for me.

Jorge Reyes was a Cuban immigrant that spent most of his day building wooden bed frames in a warehouse in South Tampa. He was hardworking and reliable, which is all his employers ever cared about. He got his work done fast, took few breaks, and never left a job until he was certain it was of the best quality.

What his bosses didn’t know (mainly because they never bothered to spend more than a few minutes in conversation with any of their little peons) is that Jorge Reyes, before he landed on Miami’s shores, was a master craftsman and had personally hand-built half of the furniture in Castro’s office. 

So why, you might ask, was such a man working in a warehouse at $8.50 an hour? As it happens, Jorge is a man of strong principle. He decided, even before he rafted his way across the Atlantic, that he would never think of himself too highly in a land that was giving him such an opportunity to live in freedom. He believed that there were craftsmen in this country who had worked their entire lives to perfect their skill. They are full citizens who, in his opinion, had earned the right to work here. And, until he had earned that right, by becoming a full citizen himself, he was happy to use his skills in a warehouse.

As much as I admired Jorge’s conviction, I also saw an opportunity. I had convinced Jorge that it was not in opposition to his ethics if he used his knowledge and experience in doing something that no one else could do. And that, in fact, by doing so, he was providing a much needed service to the American citizens he so admired.

And, if I made a few bucks for him and myself in the process…

A few months ago, I got a call from a frantic lawyer in one of Tampa’s biggest law firms. Apparently, he decided to impress one of the women from the secretarial pool by showing her the depth of his access into the inner circle of the firm. Specifically, the senior partner’s private office. He snuck the two of them in after hours for a late night…well, you can guess his intent. Apparently, she was into candles—REALLY into candles. She had them everywhere. On the floor, on the bookshelves… On the senior partner’s antique, one-of-a-kind maple desk. That last one turned out to be a bad idea. In the heat of the moment, neither the lawyer or his date noticed when a candle got knocked over and the top of the desk caught on fire as a result. I’ll tell you, those guys in the 18th century must have really liked their lacquer.

He put the fire out before it spread any farther, but the damage to the desk was unmistakable. That’s when he called me. The senior partner was out of town for exactly one week. That was all the time he had to repair the damage. Corporate law is competitive, so he couldn’t exactly just call in someone for a repair without his fellow associates finding out. That would end his career faster than a disbarment.

So, he called me. I, in turn, called Jorge. The up-and-comer and I snuck Jorge up to the office in a janitor’s uniform, showed him the desk, and he got to work. He studied the desk top, noting the placement of the whirls and knots in the maple, the shade of the lacquer on the few remaining uncharred portions, and the little nicks and notches from years of use. The following day, he was at the lumber yards, finding the perfect replacement wood to use in repairing the desk. It took him exactly three days to fabricate, adjust, and replace the desk top. To this day, that senior partner has no idea, and that young lawyer is well on his way to making partner.

Which, of course, is why I was calling Jorge again, today. That same lawyer wanted to present a gift to his boss: a matching bookcase to that one-of-a-kind almost antique maple desk. Such a gift would certainly do a lot for that lawyer’s aspirations of making partner. Of course, his boss would think that the bookcase was antique, just like his desk. But, then again, his antique desk wasn’t truly an antique anymore, so who am I to judge.

“Hola. Como Esta?” came the heavily accented voice on the other end of the line. 

Like most Floridians, I speak a smattering of Spanish. And, like most Floridians, I hear more than I speak. It came in handy from time to time. Jorge was fluent in English, but he regressed into Spanish sometimes without realizing it.

“Hey, Jorge. It’s Calvin.”

“Lester! Bien. I haven’t heard from you in a while. I thought maybe you had found some lovely senorita to keep you occupied.”

“No such luck, amigo. Unfortunately, the only thing keeping me scarce is a lack of time.” That was a lie, but at least it was a polite lie. I had plenty of time, but I’m just not the sort to keep in touch.

“No aye problema. It’s good to hear your voice anyway. So, what brings you to the phone, eh?”

That’s why I liked Jorge. He wasn’t one of those that always assumes you’re calling to chat. It’s so awkward when they suddenly realized you actually had a purpose for the phone call.

“You remember that antique desk for the big shot gringo lawyer?” I asked.

“Dios! Do I ever! You don’t have another one like that, do you? I had to work non-stop to get that done.”

“Not quite. The guy wants a matching bookcase.”

“How badly is it damaged?” he asked.

“It isn’t damaged. It doesn’t exist. The guy wants to present his boss with a gift. He figured a matching bookcase to go with the desk would be perfect.”

There was a pause. Jorge was, first and foremost, an honest man. It bothered him to pass off his work as an antique, and I knew it.

“This is a little different than doing a repair to cover up someone’s mess-up, Lester. This is all-out lying.”

I ran through the very long list of arguments I could use. I could point out that Jorge wasn’t actually claiming that the bookcase was an antique—in fact, he was being sought out because the client wanted his workmanship… But I knew Jorge wouldn’t buy it any more than I would. I was asking him to help someone lie, plain and simple.

“Yeah, I know, Jorge. It’s a lousy thing to ask you to do. I completely understand if you don’t want to do it. The money’s good, though, and I know you could use it. Hell, I could use it.” I wasn’t lying on that score. Jorge had family in Cuba still, and he sent a lot of money back to them whenever he could.

“Is there a certain way he wants the bookcase done?” he finally asked.

“Nope. He just wants it to match the desk,” I replied.

“Alright, then. I’ll do it, but on my terms. It will match the desk perfectly—I still have the details written down. But his boss is going to know it is no original. I will make it so that the quality will be more than enough to make up for it not being antique. If your client is good with that, I’ll get started immediately.”

“Sounds perfectly reasonable to me, my friend. I’ll call him today, and have an answer by tonight.”

“Exelente! When does he need to have it by?”

“You got two weeks.”

“Bueno—plenty of time!” 

“Thanks, Jorge. I really appreciate it.”

“De Nada. But do me a favor, eh? Next time, why don’t you try and think of a way for me to do you a favor honestly, first? Save me the extra work.”

“Sounds fair,” I said with a chuckle. Say what you will about Jorge, the man was an absolute icon of virtue. It would probably do my soul a considerable amount of good to spend more time with him… 

I’ll add it to the long list of other things I should be doing to better myself. It’s not that I am consigned to a life of wont and vice. In fact, most of my life is pretty tame. I am a big believer in moderation, and what habits I do have are few and rarely out of control. If I drink, it’s rarely more than a single beer; I enjoy a game of cards with some friends, now and again, but I never bet more than what I’d spend on a decent night out; and, while I spend a good deal of my time at the Humidor, I don’t actually smoke all that much.
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