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  HARE TODAY, GONE TOMORROW


  Chapter One


  It was early October, nine-thirty p.m., when it happened. I was coming home from a trip to NYC, where I’d been interviewing a crooked senator—although why that should be news, I don’t know—for Newsweek. Mrs. Binty, my landlady, was visiting her sister in Cleveland, and Bastard, the dastardly dog, was traveling through New England with the Flynns from next door—who had practically adopted him, thank God.


  I crawled out of my car, so tired my eyeballs felt like they had fallen out somewhere back on the Thruway and rolled the rest of the way home. I stretched and breathed in fresh air from a recent rain, lifting my hair off my neck and shaking it. I rolled my shoulders, too, to work out the kinks from the trip. The air was crisp and sweet, with a scent of firewood, of apples and pumpkins and cinnamon doughnuts, of cider and—


  Well, maybe it didn’t really smell of pumpkins and cider, but a body can dream. I love fall. Not, maybe, as much as spring and lilacs, but God—summers in Rochester, New York, are hell, and just when you think you can’t stand sweat under your armpits another day, it’s here, it’s arrived, it’s glorious and cool and … FALL!


  I pulled my tote out of the old Dodge Dart that a chop shop had stuck me with (long story), and glanced around automatically as I locked the car. The houses on either side of Mrs. Binty’s were dark. There were no signs of life in Mr. Garson’s Victorian across the street; the TV didn’t flicker, and his porch light was off. Genesee Park Boulevard seemed quiet enough—although that can be deceiving, since we’re only a few blocks from the inner city. Once I was mugged just a block down the street, and my apartment has been broken into three times in the past three years. True, twice it’s been “friends” who did the dirty deed—but we won’t go into that.


  It was dark, but a movement of light caught my eye. I looked up at the double windows of my apartment, which takes up the entire second floor of Mrs. Binty’s sprawling house. The windows open onto a wide roof that is sheltered by trees, but the leaves had turned and begun to fall, so I could see fairly well.


  What I saw made my stomach lurch. A flashlight bobbed and weaved inside my dark apartment, reflecting against the windows and out onto the dry brown leaves of the trees. My heart began to pound.


  Not again.


  I made a quick decision. I could go to Mr. Garson’s to phone the police, but by the time I woke him up, explained what was going on, and made a complaint to the cops, whoever it was could be gone.


  So I didn’t follow the prescribed procedure for such matters. I have sometimes been described as reckless, and I suppose it might seem that way if you’re the type of person who believes in doing everything by the book. If, on the other hand, your life’s work is as an investigative reporter and you spend your major hours hobnobbing with the mob and assorted criminal elements, it can seem pro forma after a while to handle things yourself.


  I unlocked the car again, quietly, popped the trunk, and raised the lid, wincing at the tiny screech. I reached in and grabbed the tire iron. Lowered the lid but didn’t shut it tight. Headed up the sidewalk to the house, the iron close to my side. Up the three wooden stairs to the porch. A creak. I stiffened, then began again. Crossed the L-shaped porch to the door that led to my stairs. My Nikes felt heavy as lead, and my heart was doing flip-flops. I opened the downstairs door cautiously, wishing I’d had the sense at some time to arm myself, as various friends had urged me, because of my work, to do. But the iron felt solid and efficient against my palm. If my stomach didn’t strangle from the knots in it, I might be okay.


  I crept silently up the soft, gray-carpeted stairs, which muffled my steps. I walked on the outside of the tread, and no boards creaked. At the top of the stairs I paused, my hand on the knob of my apartment door. I listened. Soft footsteps inside, a rustle of paper. The opening and shutting of drawers.


  Was it a neighborhood tough, looking for cash? He could be high. Or somebody connected with the story I was working on now? Either way, if the intruder were armed, I’d be at a disadvantage if I snapped on the lights. Better to make my approach in the dark. My palm felt wet and slippery on the brass knob. My legs were weak, and I almost turned and ran. I didn’t, because I couldn’t. I felt as if I were in a dream, the kind of nightmare you have over and over, where you’re being chased and finally, one night, it’s just plain easier to stand your ground and fight your pursuer than to flee.


  The door was unlocked and I opened it quietly, inch by quarter inch. A dim figure moved from my bookcase, which held drawers of cassette tapes, mostly interviews. I saw it cross the front windows, vaguely outlined by light from a full moon. It stopped at my desk in the side bay. Drawers were opened again and closed. The figure straightened and headed toward the kitchen, the flashlight pointing away from me. Holding my breath, I slipped through the door and moved into place several paces behind the intruder. I hefted my weapon.


  Halfway to the kitchen, I blew it. My toe hit against something on the floor that shouldn’t have been there, something heavy and thick. I tripped, stumbled, and fell forward on my hands, touching the thing, and it felt like leather, like skin … Jesus, God, don’t let it be a body, please.


  The intruder drew in a harsh breath, and I could feel displaced air as he whirled in my direction. The flashlight fell with a thud to the floor and went out. I pushed myself to my feet fast, but not before an eerie “Aaiiiii” split the air and a cement wall connected with my chest, knocking me down. I was on my back, flashes of light pulsing through my head, and for precious moments I couldn’t breathe or move. I heard the sound again, “Aaiiiii!” and struggled to squirm out of the way of the next blow.


  In that instant there was an explosion of noise and light, a blare of rock music and singing. My apartment lights came on. The television had come on, too, and there was something else, something strange, a whirring, grinding sound I couldn’t place. I blinked, struggled hallway to a sitting position, then fell back on my elbows and froze.


  There stood before me a woman, not tall, in her late fifties. She had a hard, angular face and short, brownish curls held in place by a black headband. She wore those loose white pants you see in Bruce Lee movies, topped by a matching loose shirt. Her hand was raised in a karate-like chopping motion, poised to strike. Every muscle in my body went weak.


  It wasn’t the woman’s position, so much as the eyes, that filled me with fear. They had that look the ancients called the “evil eye.” Their light was fierce, and they fixed on me with a dreadful glare.


  Those eyes frightened the shit out of me—almost as much as they had when I was ten and threw a baseball through our dining room window, breaking a soup tureen.


  I couldn’t move, so I did the only thing I could think of, the same thing I’d done back then. I smiled as winningly as possible and said in a shaky voice, “Hi, Mom.”


  Chapter Two


  Mom had changed in the last few years, there was no doubt about it. Living in California any length of time does something strange to people, as almost anyone from New York knows. And Mom had been living in Mill Valley with Aunt Edna. Marin County, for heaven’s sake! There’s some kind of weird energy there, something to do with this huge mountain shaped like an Indian woman that stands above everything and reportedly emits signals from another sphere.


  The advantage to all this metaphysical input—as far as I was concerned—was that Mom was no longer as unyielding or unforgiving toward me as she had been when Pop died.


  The disadvantage was that you never knew what the shit she might do.


  “Hi, Mom,” I said again. “Okay if I get up now?” I looked warily at the deadly weapon, her still upraised hand.


  “Jesse!” Her face crumpled into an apologetic, worried frown, and she dropped her militant pose. She knelt to touch my collarbone, then my chin, looking for damage. The way it felt, there was plenty. Coshed by me own ma.


  “Oh, baby, I’m so sorry! But why did you sneak in like that, why didn’t you say it was you? I thought you were a burglar, you frightened me out of my wits coming up behind me like that!”


  “Mom, what were you doing creeping around in my apartment in the dark? What are you even doing here? And how did you get in?”


  “You told me once in a letter that you kept a key under the lilac bush in the front yard, don’t you remember? You said if I ever came to town unexpectedly.…”


  I said that? I must have been drinking still.


  “And I was in the dark because the lights had gone out from the storm, and I was looking for candles—”


  “What storm?”


  “The storm this afternoon, I guess, I mean they didn’t go out right then, but a few minutes ago, and I was looking for candles—”


  “Mom, what are you doing here? And since when did you learn karate?” Last year it was windsurfing, and the year before that, Tibet. I let her help me up and massaged my collarbone as she fussed, picking at lint on my sweater the way mothers do. I looked around the room. The leathery thing I’d fallen over was a long, soft suitcase, and probably wouldn’t feel a thing like a body now that the lights were on. Against my desk leaned an oil painting, about thirty by thirty, of a rabbit. A gray rabbit on a darker gray background, with yellow roses at his feet.


  Other than that, things looked pretty much the way they should. Mom hadn’t gotten around to moving the furniture yet. She was probably too busy watching MTV, which accounted for the rock music that had blared forth when the electricity was restored.


  “Why do you watch this stuff?” I groused, turning it off.


  “I was exercising, dear. You know how much better it is with a good beat.…”


  She was still explaining as I limped to the kitchen for aspirin—and only then did I realize that the whirring, grinding sound was still going on. I knew what it was, too, as I was struck in the face, on the arms, and on my white FREE ITHACA! tee. The splatters were red and gooey and smelled like a fucking fruit farm. I groaned.


  My blender.


  Mom must have been making one of her California health drinks when the electricity died. Now that it was back on, the untended blender had discovered a life of its own, like a kid when its mom is on the phone. The cover had tumbled off, there was strawberry puree on the cupboards, on two white walls, and on my brand-new microwave. And now there was strawberry puree all over me. I glared at my mom, standing there in her karate lounging pajamas, a black sweatband over her short, curly, gray-brown hair. She looked at the strawberry glop on my face, tossed back her head, and laughed.


  This was not going to be an easy night.


  “I told you about Charlie,” Mom said after we had cleaned up the mess. We were sitting on my long sofa, she at one end, me at the other, legs up and toes almost touching. Mom was sipping her health drink, and I was eating Häagen-Dazs double fudge ripple. “We met at one of those dating things in Mill Valley. Not computers, but an actual matchmaker, like in the old days, Jesse, it’s so neat! She puts together people who’re hard to match—like older people, or fat people, and women who’re rich.”


  “Mom—you aren’t any of those things.” The truth is, Mom is dancing near sixty—but she has the spirit and verve of a fifteen-year-old. And she certainly isn’t rich.


  “Thanks,” she said, smiling and touching her hair. “But face it, Jesse—I’m not that young. On the other hand, I didn’t want to make age my entree to this matchmaking program … after all, no point in drumming one’s years into the ground. So … I said I had money. As with a capital M.”


  “You what? Mom, I can’t believe it! You lied?”


  “Jesse,” she said, her tone only a little embarrassed, “when a woman is my age and she wants to meet a man, she uses whatever she’s got. I’ve got a well-developed talent for lying. So I used it.”


  “But you don’t lie!” Whatever else you might say about Katherine Marie James, nee O’Donnell, she was one of the most honest people I knew.


  Mom lifted an eyebrow. “No? How do you think I managed to keep my chin up all those years with your father? I wasn’t exactly a tower of strength, you know.”


  “You weren’t?”


  “Jessica,” she said patiently to the child who still lived in me, “all the times we were evicted … the times we had no food—”


  “And you went out and did waitress work—”


  “I was scared to death,” she said.


  I looked at my mom and saw somebody I had never known. She had always seemed like a rock. Intimidating, even, in her power. “I’m sorry, Mom. I didn’t know. I guess I thought … you didn’t seem to really mind.” How stupid could an adolescent be?


  “Never mind that now, dear. Now I have Charlie, and I’m happy as a clam … except that he’s in trouble, Jesse. We need your help.”


  “Wait a minute. What’s this we business? I don’t see Charlie here.”


  “He wanted to come, but I told him I wanted to talk to you first. He’ll meet us tomorrow at the Armistead Gallery.”


  “What kind of trouble is Charlie in?”


  “We, dear. I keep telling you, we.”


  “What kind of trouble are we in, Mom?”


  “We’ve stolen a painting.” She lowered her voice. “A very valuable painting.”


  My glance flicked nervously to the hare, leaning against my desk.


  Mom nodded. “We stole the Hare,” she said.


  Okay, I’ve been known at times (a lot of times) to be at the wrong end of the law myself. But my mom? I had to think about this one. I got up and went over and looked at the rabbit—Hare Amongst the Roses, a brass plate on the lower edge of the frame proclaimed in elaborate script. I didn’t know a lot about art, but I’d done a series of articles once on art theft, and my appreciation had been raised to such a level that I knew this was good. Not a masterpiece, I didn’t think, but excellent work. There was no artist’s signature, so far as I could see.


  “Where did you get this, Mom?”


  “I can’t tell you that. Not yet.” She flushed at my expression. “Charlie asked me to wait, to let him explain.”


  “Right.” I didn’t know about this Charlie. Even when Mom first wrote about him, I’d wondered. He had seemed too good to be true … wealthy, good-looking, a world traveler….


  His last name was Browne, for God’s sake. Charlie Browne.


  What had this jerk gotten Mom into? I walked back to the sofa and sat down. “Are the police after you?”


  Mom’s glance flicked away. “Not yet.”


  “But they will be?”


  “Well …” She gave me a defiant look, her green eyes glistening.


  “Mom, this’ll be the first place they look, after Aunt Edna’s. And you know her; she can’t keep quiet about anything. Does she know you’re here?”


  “Of course not. No one knows but you, dear.”


  “You can’t be sure.”


  Mom smiled. “Charlie handled everything. He’s wonderful that way. You know, Jesse, I always did love a man who takes charge.”


  “Like Pop?” Pop had taken charge, all right. Of every beer and Jack Daniel’s bottle in town, for twenty-odd years.


  “Charlie isn’t at all like that. Wait until you meet him, Jesse. You’ll love him, just the way I do.” There was a faint note of anger in her voice, and I had to admit, she had a right to it. I am sometimes a snot.


  “It’s that serious? You love this guy?”


  “More than anything,” Mom said. More than life and freedom, her tone implied.


  Well. I cajoled and wheedled, but I couldn’t get her to tell me any more about what was going on. “Charlie can explain it so much better.” Being so tired, I wasn’t very sharp—while Mom was clearly sharper than she’d been in years. It was pretty much a dead heat when we ended it around eleven p.m.


  I got her a blanket and pillow, and I wanted to give her my bed, but Mom insisted she didn’t want to put me to any trouble.


  Trouble? It looked like we were all in deep shit, no matter how you shoveled it.


  I sat on the window ledge in my room until after midnight, looking out at the leaves blowing from the trees, listening to their rustle, and thinking. I watched the moon, which had been a harvest blob when I came in on the Thruway, hanging low over Rochester like that big white ball that used to chase Patrick McGoohan around in The Prisoner. It was high now and pale, half-obscured by the dark clouds that scudded through the sky.


  I thought about the way my mom had approached me, just before she turned in, about staying here with me for a while.


  “Jesse, we always got along all right, didn’t we? Before the trouble?”


  Mom used the word “trouble” in the way of the old Irish when talking about the Rebellion. But I knew what she meant: the way Pop had died—my fault in it—and the way she had rejected me afterward.


  And I knew what she wanted to hear.


  “Yeah, Mom, we were just like sisters. It was fun.”


  It wasn’t fun. At least, not that often. It was hell growing up with a drunk for a father. And if Mom had once—just once—had the guts to leave him—


  Our relationship was too tenuous still, I thought, to risk it with close proximity now. We were too newly healed after five years of trouble, of resentment and blame.


  It couldn’t possibly work. Mom and me together, under the same roof, for God knows how long?


  May the saints preserve and protect us, as Aunt Edna used to say.


  Chapter Three


  When I woke there was the smell of fresh coffee, the sound of dishes clattering in the kitchen, and Kate James’s happy little hum. Mom always did hum around food.


  I love living alone. Yet, there’s something to be said for lying in bed and listening to the clink of silver or glass in the kitchen. It takes you back to when you were a kid, and even though things were sometimes bad, you felt cared for. Somebody was out there looking after things. Taking care.


  I stretched, and felt good suddenly. I jumped out of bed, dashed into the shower that I’d hooked up inside my old claw foot tub, and scrubbed my hair and skin. I put moisturizer on my hair, which was curly and brown like Mom’s, but long. Climbing out of the shower, I wiped the sweat off the mirror and looked at the fine lines around my thirty-one-year-old green eyes. Yeah. I was an adult, wasn’t I? I could handle whatever came along with my mom.


  I went back in the bedroom and pulled on jeans and a thick brown sweater, then boots. I found Mom in the kitchen still.


  “I heard you come out of the shower. I fixed your coffee, Jesse. Just the way you like it.”


  It wasn’t. But Mom couldn’t know I’d stopped using cream and sugar months ago. The last time I was in California visiting her, last spring, there was nothing but herbal tea in the house she shared with Aunt Edna. Being a New Yorker, and only a few months sober at the time, it almost drove me nuts. There were few enough pleasures when I stopped drinking, and coffee was one I could not do without.


  So I had trotted down the hill into the little village of Mill Valley at seven thirty a.m., to an espresso bar I’d seen. It was closed. The sign said: WE OPEN AT EIGHT. I came close to committing my first major crime in years. There were all those tall glass jars of beans inside on a counter, and I could read the exotic names: Kenya, Mocha Java, Amaretto … I imagined I could smell them right through the window. I jiggled the doorknob, just in case; if I could only get in, I’d eat the damn things as is.


  No luck. Locked up tight.


  People passed by, looking at me curiously. Local broccoloids, no doubt, who didn’t understand about being a New Yorker and needing a fix.


  There was a restaurant across the street, but it didn’t open until ten. I paced nervously outside the espresso shop and nearly attacked the clerk when she arrived at eight. She gave me a few beans to chew on while the water heated. When the copper pots were hot, I ordered three espressos at once and topped them with a cup of mocha cappuccino.


  Bliss.


  I went back to Aunt Edna’s buzzing, my pupils dilated like blackened quarters. They must have thought I was doing drugs—which, of course, I was. The best around.


  I took the cup from Mom now, with its cream and sugar, and drank it down. It wasn’t all that bad—real coffee, too, not the instant stuff I’d been having a lot of since I got the microwave. There was also bacon frying, and the kitchen window was open to the scent of burning leaves from Mr. Garson’s yard. Mr. Garson is over eighty, and doesn’t buy into the law that says you can’t burn anymore. Somehow, he never gets caught—a state of affairs I heartily approve.


  God, everything smelled good!


  It reminded me of a trip we’d taken once when I was a kid—to the amusement park across from Niagara Falls, in Canada. We left before dawn and stopped along the road for breakfast. Not at a McDonald’s, or even one of those manicured rest stops they have now. Just a grassy area under trees, probably the edge of somebody’s farm. We took out a charcoal camp stove, and when the coals were ready we cooked coffee, bacon, and eggs on it. It was the most fantastic time I’d ever had in my life—for a few hours, anyway. We were nearly to Niagara when Pop pulled over to a country store and said casually, “Anybody want anything?” like he was going in for bread and salami. He came out with three six-packs of beer. When we got to the amusement park, Mom and I went in alone. Pop sat in the car and drank. “Too damn hot out there for me.”


  When we came back there was a big argument and Mom wouldn’t get in the car until he turned over the keys. It ended with him yelling and her crying, and me crying too.


  Some fun. And Christ, the memories that were already being stirred up, just having Mom here. This was only my third month of sobriety this time, and I didn’t know if I could handle the stress.


  “Have you talked to Charlie yet?” I said.


  “He’s meeting us at the gallery at noon. I told him you wanted to talk to him.”


  Hell, I wouldn’t say “want” was the right word. But I felt I had to look out for Mom’s welfare, see what this guy was like. Wealthy, she had said. She’d had enough of counting pennies, and a rich man was as easy to fall in love with as a poor. Easier, in Charlie’s case.


  But if Charlie was so all-fired rich, what was he doing stealing a painting that was worth, according to Mom last night, $70,000? Why not just buy it? There was something about all this I didn’t like. If he was working over my mom—


  We had breakfast at my round table in the dining area bay, and I cleaned up afterward. Mom dressed in her Lunch in the Upscale Suburbs outfit, silky pants and a long peachy top with shoulder pads. Charlie had bought it for her, she said … and Charlie was the one who’d taught her martial arts, too….


  Charlie, Charlie, Charlie….


  “The Hare,” Mom said hesitantly as we prepared to go. She stood before my desk. “I don’t think we should just leave it out like that, Jesse.”


  “Why leave it here at all? Why don’t we take it to good old Charlie, let him worry about it?”


  “It’s our job to keep it safe,” she said.


  Oh. Well, then.


  I picked up the phone and called the pool hall down on Genesee Street. Abe was hanging around, as he often does, mornings, and I asked him if he or one of the Genesee Three would keep an eye out on my place for a while.


  “Something going down?” he said.


  “Not much. Or at least, nothing I can go into right now. I just don’t need any problems.”


  The point being, nothing’s safe here. Anybody can get into this place.


  So now the Genesee Three (Abe, Percy, and “Rack” Jack—the best second-story men in town) would look after things. They were always reconnoitering the neighborhood anyway, seeing who they could rip off or save, depending on said person’s standing with them on any given day.


  Before we left, Mom and I settled for sliding the painting under the bed.


  “Nobody could possibly find it here,” Mom said.


  A certain naiveté runs in the genes.


  Chapter Four


  The Armistead Gallery and Museum was in Pittsford, an eclectic little hamlet southeast of the city where the lords and landowners live. My shrink is there, too, at the Center for Natural Healing. Pittsford is kind of a haven for the New Agers, of which Samved is one. Mom hooked me up with him, and I’ve never been sure whether to thank or throttle her for that one.


  In the gallery were hushed halls, polished wood, the patina of old money. It was sexy and powerful, yet at the same time induced a feeling of reverence and awe. The early-morning sun filtered through high-arched windows. Not even a trace of dust motes was visible in the filtered air. Soft classical music played. There was apparently an important show going on and we’d arrived when the matrons from Pittsford were out and about. Dressed in preseason furs and wafting floral perfumes, they drifted silently from room to room, subtle as only well-bred moneyed women can be.


  Mom pointed Charlie out. He was talking with a tall, distinguished man. The man looked like he was connected to the gallery. A director, perhaps. Certainly not an artist. Someone of monetary importance.


  Charlie, on the other hand, looked like The Man From Glad. He had crinkly silver hair, beautiful blue eyes, and a California tan. Easy to see why Mom had been charmed. When he saw us Charlie broke away, shaking the hand of the distinguished man, whose parting words carried across the tomblike room. “In the gardens, then. Twenty minutes.”


  Charlie was a charmer to the nth degree. He strode across the marble floor and gripped my hand, pumping it vigorously. At Mom’s introduction he looked me straight in the eye and said, “I’m very pleased to meet you, Jesse. Your mother talks about you all the time.”


  I didn’t even say thanks.


  He ignored my ungraciousness and gave me a twinkle. His mouth widened into a grin. My impression changed. He wasn’t The Man From Glad. He was Paul Newman as the aging pool shark in The Color of Money.


  He put his arm around Mom and gave her a little hug. She dimpled and kissed him on the cheek.


  Dimpled. Katherine O’Donnell James. My mom.


  “I missed you,” she said.


  “Me too.”


  I cleared my throat so they’d quit all the cute stuff and look at me.


  “Oh, I’m sorry,” Mom said. “I promised Jesse we’d talk, dear.”


  “Of course. Why don’t we go outside.” Charlie put his arm around me too. All folksy-like, as if we’d known each other for years and had just gotten together after a long separation. Well, I’d had my share of charmers, and he wasn’t winning me over that way. I shrugged him off and stomped ahead.


  There were twenty acres, all told, surrounding the gallery. Most of it had been landscaped with gardens. Beyond that was a thick ring of trees. I had been here once or twice, and I led the way, taking a path to a far end of the gardens. A fountain with modernistic sculpture dominated several rose beds. I stood looking into the water, hands in the pockets of my jeans. Mom and Charlie arrived at last, having hugged and nuzzled along the way, so it took them a while. Mom sat on the fountain’s low stone wall and dangled her fingers in the water like Audrey Hepburn in Roman Holiday.


  (She likes to tell me I see things in terms of old movies, the way some people speak in clichés. It’s not true. I hate clichés. Old movies, on the other hand, are art. Not like some of the stuff I see in galleries these days.)


  Charlie had worn a blue blazer and knitted dark blue tie, but he opened his jacket now and removed the tie, folding it and putting it in his pocket. He perched sideways on the wall, legs bent, hands linked around his knees, looking for all the world like a middle-aged Pan. The seat of his pants was probably getting dirty, but he had a rich man’s disdain for that sort of thing. What the hell, he probably had forty-three more suits just like this one in a 9x12 closet at home.


  On his feet, Charlie wore LA Gears. He was younger than Mom, I decided, in his late forties or early fifties. It was hard to tell. Charlie had that sort of hell-bent-for-leather quality I’d always thought of in conjunction with the older movie stars like John Wayne and Gregory Peck. The Zero’s at twelve o’clock high, men … man your stations! … we’re going in!


  “You want to know about the painting, of course,” he said, smiling with too much assurance.


  “I want to know why you’ve involved my mother in the theft of it. I don’t give a shit about the painting, otherwise.”


  He blinked, as if noticing for the first time that he didn’t exactly have a friend in court with me. For a moment, I thought I saw something hard in those gorgeous blue eyes. Then it was gone.


  “Fair enough.” He glanced at Mom. I told you Jesse could be difficult, her look said.


  “The reason your mother helped me is that she trusts me,” Charlie said reasonably. “That doesn’t mean that you should. I understand that.”


  “It doesn’t even mean that she should.”


  “Jesse!”


  “It’s all right, Kate.” He addressed her, then me, in a voice like a fur-lined razor. “Your mother and I have known each other several months. I hope to get to know you too.”


  “You plan to be here that long?”


  “I’m not sure of my plans yet,” he said. “When I am, I’ll be sure to let you know.”


  “Fine. Now that we have that settled, let’s stop beating about the damned bush. Why did you involve my mom in this theft?”


  “Jesse, I insisted!” Mom replied. “He didn’t want me to—and anyway, that part is not your business.” Her lower lip stuck out.


  “It is when you show up at my door with stolen property.” I turned back to Charlie, whose expression had not changed. “Are you here to move that pricey little piece of art? Is that what your talk with the man inside was about?”


  “No, I am not trying to sell the painting, Jesse. And I won’t. I was talking to Iverson about other things.”


  “Iverson. This is the tall man, with the mustache?”


  “Yes.”


  “You were talking about what?”


  “He’ll join us in a few minutes, you can see for yourself. Everett Iverson is the chairman of the board of directors here, an honest man with an excellent reputation. He’s helping me with the provenance of the painting.”


  “The provenance. Meaning, its history.”


  “Yes.”


  “And once you have that, it’ll be worth all that much more to you.”


  “That isn’t what this is about.” The edge was back.


  “Jesse,” Mom interrupted. “Enough! I don’t want you questioning Charlie as if he were some kind of criminal or something.”


  I gave her a look of wonderment. “You think he’s not?”


  “You don’t know anything about it!”


  I folded my arms. “Then tell me something so I will.”


  “I can’t tell you the full story yet, since I don’t know it myself,” Charlie said. “But the painting was in a small gallery in Sausalito. Your mother and I saw it on a walk one day, and—” He didn’t finish.


  “Did you buy it?”


  A slight hesitation. “No.”


  “So you did steal it.”


  “Not in the sense you mean.”


  “Oh, there are two senses here, then—the sense I mean, and the sense you mean. Why don’t you tell me the sense the cops will mean when they catch up with you. And with my mother.”


  He flushed.


  I glowered at Mom. “I want some answers. Why am I hiding that goddamned painting under my bed?”


  Charlie said angrily, “Don’t speak to your mother that way.”


  I almost socked him in the jaw. I actually doubled up my fists to do it. I think I would have.


  But Iverson, the man Charlie had been talking to inside, was coming across the lawn. Charlie stood to greet him, brushing off the seat of his pants.


  “I’ve told him only that I want to locate the owner of the painting,” Charlie warned in a low voice. “I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t say anything.”


  Like I was in the mood to do him favors.


  But Iverson, now. Everett Iverson. He was another whole story.


  Within moments my anger was swept away. I fell in love.


  Well, let me qualify that. I fell in love for my mom. This, I decided, was the sort of man Kate O’Donnell James needed. Everett Iverson was around seventy, I guessed … tall and soft-spoken … distinguished, with a tiny gray mustache over a warm smile. His hairline was receding, a salt-and-pepper gray, and he had the best manners of anyone I’d ever met.


  He kissed my mother’s hand!


  I slid mine back into my pocket just in time. Iverson noticed. He gave me a wry smile and a little bow.


  “Hi,” I said. “I’m Jess. Jessica James.”


  “Hello. Let me think now. James. I’ve read your work. Excellent material. The piece you wrote for Newsweek about the Switzer Gallery’s involvement with hearing-impaired art students … brilliantly researched and written.”


  I grinned. “Thanks.”


  “I’d like to talk with you sometime about the grants I’ve arranged, in conjunction with Switzer, for the hearing-impaired. I don’t want praise, you understand … simply for word to get around about the availability of funds. I know you would handle it beautifully.”


  Wow. A glutton for praise, myself, I wanted to hear more.


  But Charlie was clearly impatient with the whole thing, running fingers through his crisp silver hair. Mom made as if to sit on the concrete wall again, but Iverson stopped her, pulling a neatly folded red silk handkerchief from his pocket. He spread it out, then waved a gallant hand for her to sit. “I wouldn’t want you to get that lovely frock smudged, my dear.”


  Mom blushed. I glanced at Charlie to see how he was taking all this, but he was still distracted.


  “Look, Iverson,” he said, “I don’t mean to rush you, but—”


  “Of course.” Iverson gave him his full attention. “However, I’m afraid the news isn’t good. I’ve had my clerks go through all the appropriate catalogs, using the Polaroid you left with me earlier this morning. They’ve just now finished, and I’m sorry to have to tell you that we can’t find a record of that painting ever having been bought or sold.”


  “Damn!”


  “Further, since it’s unsigned and you don’t know the artist’s name, I don’t see how we can locate the owner for you.”


  “What about the gallery in California, the one I told you about?”


  “The gallery denies knowledge of the painting. I’m sorry. I take it this work is important to you. You’d like to purchase it if we do locate the owner?”


  Mom started to answer. “Oh, no. We have—”


  I stomped on her foot. She looked startled, but fell silent.


  Iverson’s sharp glance told me he had caught the slip. He would probably assume now that Charlie had bought the painting and was having second thoughts, thinking perhaps it had been stolen.


  “My curiosity is piqued,” Iverson said. “There are a few more contacts I could make. One or two on the continent, several in South America. Tell you what. I’m having a little gathering at my house on
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