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      Mamma has always had a love for other people’s possessions. I’ve known this my whole life, so I hovered over her like a hawk eyeing a prairie dog.

      “Oh, Mother Lange,” I exclaimed. “What a wonderful piece of Lladro.” I deftly removed my mother-in-law’s prized porcelain statuette from Mamma’s greedy fingers, and placed the little figurine back on the mantle. Taking a firm grasp of Mamma’s elbow, I guided her to the center of Mother Lange’s sofa. The most appropriate seat I could find for a kleptomaniac: nothing in arm’s reach save a throw pillow.

      “I’m so glad you like it, dear,” said Roger’s mother. I smiled up into her elegant face without relaxing my grip on my own mother’s arm.

      Roger, my husband of six months, had no idea how lucky he was to have been raised by this genteel and guileless woman. Mamma suffered by comparison. Of course, Mamma suffered by comparison to a baboon… whose females make remarkably good mothers.

      “And you, Mrs. Wilson,” said Mother Lange, “do you enjoy art?”

      “Oh, aye,” said Mamma, her gaze straying back to the little figurine. “I do love a well-made knick-knack.”

      Mother Lange looked startled. Doubtless she’d never heard a piece of her expensive collection referred to as a ‘knick-knack’ before. She recovered quickly, and leaned forward to begin the process of pouring tea.

      “I’m so glad you could come today. I’ve regretted that we didn’t meet before the children wed.”

      “Well,” said Mamma, “I’m sure you remember how urgent young love can seem.”

      In truth, there’d been nothing urgent about Roger’s and my courtship. Our mothers hadn’t met for the simple reason that mine had been locked up in Attica until a month ago. They wouldn’t have met today if I’d been able to think of any way around it. Though I had to admit, Mamma had cleaned up nicely for the occasion.

      My mother, Senga Wilson, might have been a beautiful woman once, but her face showed signs of hard wear. Too much sun and wind in the prison exercise yard resulted in deep wrinkles around the eyes and mouth, and her once auburn hair had lost its luster to gray. Still, she’d made the effort to find a dark blue business suit that gave her the austere look of one of the prison matrons rather than an inmate. She’d even managed a bit of powder and lip gloss.

      I released my grip on her arm, gave her a pat, and relaxed against the sofa’s blue chintz cushions. Roger and I were happily married. Mamma couldn’t hurt me, not this time.

      “Elizabeth tells me you’ve been away for your health,” said Mother Lange. “I do hope you’re feeling better.”

      I felt Mamma’s gaze bore into the side of my head, but refused to blush. Instead, I accepted a cup of tea from Mother Lange with a quiet, “Thank you.”

      “I’ve had cause to be away, aye,” Mamma said. “In fact, I missed most of Lizzie’s growing years.”

      “Lizzie?” Mother Lange set her own cup on the table and clapped her hands. “Is that what your family calls you, dear? But how charming! I don’t remember ever hearing you referred to as anything but Elizabeth.”

      My face heated to scarlet as I wiped away the tea I’d just dribbled down my chin.

      “Oh, she’ll no want you to call her that,” Mamma said hastily. “She’s always put on airs, has my Lizzie. She’ll want to be called ‘Elizabeth,’ to be sure.”

      Stung, I glared at her, before turning my attention to Roger’s mother. “I’m not putting on airs, as Mamma so quaintly puts it,” I told her, “but I do prefer Elizabeth.”

      In the tense silence that followed, Mamma rose and moved across the plush cream carpet to stand before a small oil painting, gilt-framed with its own recessed spotlight.

      Mother Lange turned in her wingback chair to see what had captured Mamma’s interest.

      “That’s my husband’s pride and joy,” she said, her voice conveying her own unmistakable pride, “the crown of his collection: an original Monet.”

      “Oh,” said Mamma, examining the painting closely, “it’s a bonnie wee picture, aye, but no an original. Whoever told you that should be tied to a post and whipped.”

      The effect of these words was utter chaos. Mother Lange jumped from her chair like she’d been shot from a cannon, while I managed to drop my cup on the mahogany table where it shattered, spilling the staining liquid into the carpet’s deep pile.

      “Whatever makes you say such a thing?” Mother Lange demanded, reaching Mamma’s side.

      “Mamma,” I cried, “don’t. Whatever you’re scheming, just don’t!”

      Both women turned to stare at me, and I knew I looked a fright. My heart pounded, assuring my cheeks a hot flush, and I shook all over. My eyes had to be flashing, because anger boiled in my system.

      “You can’t ruin this for me,” I yelled, holding up my ring finger for both to see. “We’re already married; you can’t hurt me this time!”

      Color drained from Mamma’s face and she stepped back as if I’d struck her. “Is that what you think, Lizzie? That I’m trying to harm you and yours?”

      Mother Lange reeled away from Mamma, and perched unsteadily on a nearby chair, the painting forgotten.

      “When haven’t you hurt me, Mamma?” I dashed tears from my cheeks with stiff-fingered stabs.

      “When were you ever there for me? When I started my menses, and thought I was dying? No. Daddy explained about the wonders of the female body. You were in prison for stealing Mrs. Davidson’s emerald brooch. What about when I wanted to go to camp? I couldn’t. We needed every penny to pay for your appeal.”

      Mamma stepped back with each accusation, until she pushed against the wall, as if willing it to absorb her. But that didn’t stop me. I still had more to say.

      Glaring at her, I continued. “What about when Daddy died of cancer? Were you there to ease him from this world and into the next? Or to comfort me in my grief? No. You’ve never been there for me.”

      I paused, took a deep breath, and finished my exorcism. “Other people’s possessions have always been more important to you than me or Daddy.”

      Grabbing a linen napkin from the table, I blew my nose with such force that my ears rang.

      “Well, I have my own family now, and it doesn’t include you. Roger loves me, and I hope Mother Lange will still accept me after meeting you, but even if she doesn’t, well, Roger loves me!”

      I ran from the room without a backward glance, stopping only when I reached the safety of Roger’s childhood room. I slammed the door, locked it, and collapsed on his bed amid ample evidence of his normal and well-loved childhood.
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      When I woke, having cried myself to sleep, I found Roger sitting beside me, stroking my back.

      “How did you get in here?” I asked, sure I’d locked the door in my desire to lick my wounds in private.

      He dangled a key before my eyes. “Used to be my room, remember? I know all its secrets.” He leaned close and kissed my swollen eyelids. “Come downstairs, love. Our mothers have something to tell you.”

      I groaned and tried to bury my head in the pillow. “Just take me home,” I whimpered. “I can’t face them. Not today. Maybe not ever.”

      He picked up my hand and lifted it to his lips. “Yes you can. You’re the strongest person I’ve ever known.” He stood, pulling me up with him. “You were right, you know.”

      “About what?”

      “I do love you, and we are a family, no matter what.”

      I took refuge in his arms and he held me tightly while I struggled to breathe. When I calmed, I lifted my head and gazed into his dark brown eyes.

      “Do we really have to go downstairs?”

      “We do.” He kissed me tenderly and led me to the door.

      Mother Lange met us at the living room threshold and squeezed my hand before walking us to the sofa.

      “Senga and I have had a long talk,” she said with a glance at Mamma. “I want you to know, Elizabeth that nothing that happened here today has caused me to think less of either you or your mother. In fact, I’m more honored than you can know to have you in my family, and your mother has done us a great service.”

      I must have looked skeptical, because she hurried to explain.

      “It’s true. Your mother explained her reasons for believing the painting to be a fraud, and I must bow to her expertise. I phoned Howard, and he agrees. We’re having the painting examined and its provenance authenticated.”

      She stood and reached for Roger’s hand. “Now, we’re going to leave you and Senga alone for a few minutes.” She caressed my cheek with her free hand and, cupping my chin, raised my eyes to meet her own. “You might want to rethink your decision to ban Senga from your family.”

      I sat in miserable silence until Mamma came to kneel in front of me.

      “I’m that sorry, Lizzie,” she said quietly. “I can’t change what’s been, and you’re right about me never being there, but I hope you’ll let me try to make a wee spot for myself in your future.” She rose to sit carefully on the edge of the wingback chair opposite me.

      I raised my eyes then, and gazed at her worn face. Thief she might be, but she’d never lied to me, never claimed to be anything but what she was.

      And she was my mother.

      “I’m sorry, too, Mamma. Sorry for everything we’ve missed.” I sighed and managed a weak smile.

      “As to the painting,” Mamma paused and clicked her tongue reproachfully. “You should have known better, child. When have I ever stolen from family?”

      I gazed at her with a calmness that astounded me.

      “Really, Mamma? You’ve never stolen from family? What about Daddy’s peace of mind?”

      I rose and walked to the door, ready to join my husband; ready to leave the past in the past. I paused on the threshold and glanced at her over my shoulder.

      “What about my childhood, Mamma?”
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      Three years to the day later, Mamma and I once again joined Mother Lange in her comfortable living room. The changes in the room and its occupants were understated, but significant. The fake Monet had been replaced by a Renoir of impeccable provenance, thanks in large part to Mamma.

      Who knew that a life of crime could have marketable value in the world of art?

      Certainly not me, but my father-in-law’s insurance company had been quick to offer Mamma a job. She had recently reached a milestone: two-and-a-half years of diligent service. A few more and she’d be bonded in her own right—able to work without a supervising partner.

      More important to me than her gainful employment was her new outlook on life. Mamma could now play with other people’s treasures with impunity. The life suited her. She looked younger and healthier than I’d ever seen her, and radiated a quiet calm when we were together, which was often these days.

      The most significant change in our lives raced across the room and threw himself into Mamma’s arms.

      “Choo-choo?” my son asked.

      Mamma pulled the sturdy two-year-old onto her knee before rummaging in her capacious purse. To his delight, she pulled a little train engine from its depths and presented it to him.

      “Run along with ye now, and don’t be marring yer granny’s table.”

      He slid from her lap and moved to the stone-floored entryway to play with his prize.
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