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      “Surely you know that everybody’s got a little larceny operating in them.”—Bing Crosby, White Christmas
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      If you’ve read the epigraph, you’ll see that I’ve used a quote from the 1954 classic, White Christmas. It’s one of my all-time favorite holiday movies and, having seen it at least a hundred times (though full disclosure, I always fast forward through Danny Kaye’s “Choreography” number), I can probably cite, verbatim, any number of clever quips. But the one that always struck a chord with me was when Bing Crosby, as Bob Wallace (one-half of the successful singing duo Wallace and Davis), casually informs a not-yet-jaded by the biz Betty Haynes (one-half of the trying-to-be successful singing duo The Haynes Sisters) that “everyone’s got a little larceny operating in them.” What Bob Wallace meant was, in his world, everyone had an angle, including Betty’s own sister, Judy.

      I thought of that line when I was trying to come up with a concept for the fourth instalment in the Superior Shores Anthology series. Don’t ask me why—it was, as I recall, a hot day in mid-July, but a writer’s mind works in mysterious ways (at least, this writer’s mind does). Anyway, it occurred to me that “larceny” would make a good theme, or at least, part of a good theme. But what about the second part?

      Now, if you haven’t already noticed, I’m a big fan of alliteration in titles (Heartbreaks & Half-truths; Moonlight & Misadventure), and, thinking back to White Christmas, I realized that the underlying theme was all about last chances. Larceny & Last Chances, I thought. That’ll work.

      The call for submissions went out November 1 with a deadline of February 15 or 80 submissions, whatever came first. The cap of 80 was made for three reasons:

      1) I really didn’t want to read more than 80 stories;

      2) A cap of 80 would mean each author had roughly a 25% chance of acceptance;

      3) I wanted to discourage a flurry of last day, eleventh hour, submissions, which had been somewhat common in the past.

      The cap met, submissions closed in early February, with authors representing 34 states and provinces in the U.S. and Canada. I can honestly say there wasn’t a bad story in the lot. I am eternally grateful to Andrea Adair-Tippins for her editorial assistance as we debated the merits of including or excluding a particular tale. Her insights were invaluable.

      I’m also grateful to every author who trusted me with their story. My thanks go to repeat Superior Shores Anthology authors Tracy Falenwolfe, Kate Fellowes, Edward Lodi, Bethany Maines, and Robert Weibezahl, with a special nod to Susan Daly and KM Rockwood, who make their fourth appearance in as many volumes. It’s also wonderful when an author’s submission is their first (but by no means last) short story publication, as is the case with Karen Grose, or when new-to-me authors, or authors I’ve long admired, make the final cut.

      But enough of what my husband Mike would call the “blah, blah, blah.” It’s time to turn the page and find out how 22 authors interpreted the theme. Turns out, there’s a little larceny operating in each and every one of them.

      

      
        
        Judy Penz Sheluk

        June 2024
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      Susan Daly writes short crime fiction as her way of crusading for social justice. Her stories have appeared in a surprising number of mystery anthologies, and ‘A Death at the Parsonage’ won the Arthur Ellis Award for best short story from Crime Writers of Canada.  She lives in Toronto and hangs out with Sisters in Crime, Crime Writers of Canada, and other known criminal types. Find Susan at www.susandaly.com.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            HAIL MARY BLUES

          

          SUSAN DALY

        

      

    

    
      I stood in the spacious upper gallery of the Victoria Conservatory of Music’s new wing and tried not to weep.

      The state-of-the-art Collections Room lies behind the long glass window that stretches the length of the gallery. Here anyone, staff or student or visitor, can enjoy the sight of the twenty-four treasured instruments that make up the Heath Collection.

      Our collection, assembled over the 120-year life of Toronto’s Victoria Conservatory is the envy of orchestras, music schools, and acquisitive tone-deaf billionaires the world over. Instruments with history through ownership or performance fame; period instruments no longer in vogue, but still in voice; exquisite representatives of their maker’s art.

      Not one of these desirable objets de musique rests quietly in the collection, to be simply adored in silence. They are taken out and played. Loaned to visiting virtuosi, and to students of promise. They still have their day on the concert stage. They are safe. They are loved. They are heard.

      As Director of Collections, I am in charge of them all.

      Today, my heart was breaking over the Smith Viola.

      A. E. Smith. A plain name for a brilliant luthier. The Anglo-Australian made many violins, but few violas. Most of which are in the National Museum of Australia. However, some time in the mid-twentieth century, one viola had made its way into the hands of renowned Canadian violist, Cosima di Turi, who, when her fingers had succumbed to arthritis, had bestowed it on indefinite loan to her beloved conservatory. To continue to sing in the hands of younger players.

      There was the rub. Indefinite loan. Not permanent. Not a gift. Not a legacy.

      When Cosima di Turi died last year, her will was silent on the Smith. Perhaps she’d assumed it would remain with the Victoria. Perhaps her intention was to have it returned to her family. Maybe she forgot. Whatever. It wasn’t mentioned. Once probate was complete, and all the questionable matters were covered, there was no doubt the Smith Viola, valued for the estate at $177,000, belonged to the residual heir, di Turi’s granddaughter, Elissa Pinkney.

      There was also no doubt that once Elissa took possession next week, her husband Walter would sell it to the highest bidder.

      I had to hold it again. Inside the Collections Room, I entered the security code for the Smith Viola cabinet and extracted the instrument and its bow.

      Tuned it.

      Positioned it beneath my chin.

      Began to play.

      None but the lonely heart can know my sadness...

      I played my heart out.
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        * * *

      

      A week had gone. So had the Smith.

      Dr. Lucas Hamilton, the Conservatory’s executive vice president, sat behind his impressive wooden desk and leaned forward, folding his hands, while I listened—again—to his diatribe.

      “She meant for us to have it,” he said for the eighth (or ninth) time.

      “I’m sure she did.” I didn’t remind him—again—that the law could only go with what was in the will. Or—in this case—not in the will.

      “Okay, Tyler...” he leveled a look at me. “What are we going to do about it?”

      We? “Short of raising $177,000 to buy it back, there’s nothing we can do.”

      “No, no....Wait. Remember that old movie, The Red Violin? At the end, this guy made a perfect copy and replaced it moments before the auction began. And no one figured it out.”

      “That was pretty farfetched. It would have been found out five minutes after the hammer fell.”

      “Wait, hear me out. 3D printing. I looked it up online. They can produce anything these days. Kidneys, AK-47s. Victims from ancient Pompeii. So why not a musical instrument?” He paused. “Although they probably sound like crap. But those Pinkneys wouldn’t notice the difference.”

      “The buyer would.” Oh, why even bother?

      “Not if it’s some moneybags looking for a status symbol. Though a real musician might figure it out.”

      “In a heartbeat.”

      He seemed to lose momentum. “I suppose you’re right.”

      “Anyway, Lucas, isn’t the whole idea that the Victoria hang onto the real Smith? If we somehow ended up with a Smith back in our world-famous collection, don’t you think people would notice?”

      “They might...”

      “Or were you planning to keep it in a secret vault known only to a trusted few?”

      His look told me I might be right. Then his face grew stern.

      “You want it as much as I do.”

      Yeah. I did.
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        * * *

      

      “Visitor to see you, Tyler. No appointment.” Cody from the reception area placed a card on my desk.

      Joe Romano. Carriage our Specialty.

      “Did he say what⁠—?”

      “He suggested you might have a specialist’s job for him.”

      Something felt off kilter. I was getting vibes of wariness from Cody, too.

      “Okay. Send him in in ten minutes.”

      “Sure.”

      I made a call as soon as Cody was gone.

      “Lucas, remember when we talked about the Smith Viola last week?”

      “Oh. You mean when we, um, joked about how we might...?”

      “That’s it.” Joked, eh? “Lucas, you didn’t actually⁠—?”

      “No. Nothing like that. It was just…just nonsense.”

      I was fiddling with the card as we spoke. The image on the back hit me hard in the psyche.

      “Never mind. I have a visitor. Call you later. Tomorrow.”

      I hung up and stared at the sketch on the card.

      A honeybee.
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        * * *

      

      “Carriage is your specialty?” I demanded, over beers at the nearby Sinner & Saint. I’d dragged my visitor off the Victoria premises the moment I’d confronted him in the reception area. “Another of your many talents?”

      Jesse—not Joe—showed no sign of apology. He flashed me his crooked smile. The one that still managed to make my honeybee tattoo buzz with possibilities.

      “Oh, Tyler. You know I have gifts beyond even your dreams. Never mind that. I heard a rumor you’re in need of a particular talent of mine, but I suspect the staff here might smell a rat if my card said Larceny on Demand.”

      “Heard a rumor where?” We’d gone our separate ways a long time ago, and the idea our worlds might intersect was disquieting. Also, intriguing.

      “Best not to ask.” He leaned forward and dropped into confidential mode. “Thing is, I understand the Victoria Conservatory has been done out of a valuable and—am I right?—beloved instrument. One we might say morally, if not strictly in the legal sense, belongs to them.”

      He had it exactly right. “Go on.”

      Jesse’s look was all concern. “Suppose you tell me all about it. Especially the part about the moral right.”

      I did. As my story unwound, I couldn’t keep the heartache out of my voice.

      He looked thoughtful for a long minute, then drained his beer and ordered us a second round.

      “Okay,” he said at last. “The way I see it, you’ve already missed two—maybe three—chances to stop it falling into the wrong hands.”

      “You’re as bad as Lucas. There was nothing we could have done.”

      “You really should have called me sooner, you know.”

      As if. “Sorry. I lost your number.”

      “Oh well, spilled milk and all that. So anyway, now we’re down to the last few possibilities, since the farther it moves away from our grasp, the harder it gets. I think our next best chance is before it goes to auction. I mean, I’m good, but I’d rather not go up against the security measures of an auction house. Even worse would be the serious stronghold of some obscenely rich hard-core collector. That would require a real Hail Mary pass.”

      This didn’t make me feel any better.

      “So, I figure the granddaughter’s house is the place to hit.”

      “Stealing it won’t be any good.” I repeated what I’d explained to Lucas, the need for the Conservatory to own the real Smith openly.

      He looked wounded at this. “Surely you know me better.”

      In a way, I did. He was smart, talented, competent (in so many ways) and as far as I knew, he’d never been caught. On the other hand, he remained a mystery to me.

      “You’re right.”

      “Thanks. Now, these new owners. Music lovers? Art aficionados? Public benefactors?”

      “No. Maybe. And not effing likely. I don’t get how Cosima ever came to have a granddaughter as fluff-headed as Elissa. She’s a professional socialite and world champion shopaholic.”

      “And she has the money to support her habit?

      “Well, her husband has.”

      “Car dealership, right?”

      “Several. They’re high-end, flashy, and make him lots of money. Lots of high-end, flashy friends to match.

      “Right. Well, we’ll need to pay them a visit.”

      “We?” Lucas had used that word too.

      “Absolutely we. I’ll see what I can think up. Meanwhile...” he gazed casually off into the distance, “...you still got that tattoo?”
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        * * *

      

      The Pinkneys’ house was a monster home, all rectangles with a flat roof. An overblown structure whose creation had clearly involved the sacrifice of a modest post-war bungalow on a quiet midtown street. The houses next door seemed to shrink away in embarrassment from their parvenu encroaching neighbor.

      Elissa Pinkney was expecting us, or rather Joe Romano and Melanie Robinson from the (non-existent) Chelsea Auction Galleries. As we entered the cavernous, stark white entrance hall, the chill from the décor—or lack of it—seeped into my bones.

      But Elissa herself, like the rosy-pink shades of her flowy dress and equally flowy hair, was warm and welcoming.

      “Thank you so much for taking an interest in Grandmother’s violin,” she said, leading us into a spacious sunroom at the back of the house. Here, the white non-color scheme served as contrast to the multitude of ornaments. Every table, shelf, and stretch of wall held a work of art, an artisan piece, or some cheap and cheerful tchotchke.

      “What an amazing collection you have, Ms. Pinkney,” I said.

      “Thank you dear. Do call me Elissa. Yes, I’m fond of picking up anything that strikes my interest, and Walter never objects to buying me things I love. He always says that worthwhile art will never be worth less than what we paid for it.”

      Jesse went into his role of auction house representative. I’d almost swear the personal interest and professional knowledge he displayed were genuine. Well, who’s to say they weren’t?

      “You have some excellent pieces here, Elissa.” He focused on a simple blue china vase on a stand. “This Shunzhi vase, for example. I’d say you’ve a discerning eye.”

      “Oh, thank you. Yes, it’s quite the joke among my friends. They’re amazed at my sense of taste and judgement. Like this sweet little pair of figurines,” She indicated an alcove containing two carved figures. A standing angel facing a kneeling woman.

      “The Annunciation.” Jesse’s surprised appreciation was unmistakable. Or well feigned.

      “Yes. The Virgin Mary and the Angel Gabriel.” Elissa stepped closer to help him admire them. “I don’t know anything about the figures, but look at the nice detail, especially on Mary.”

      Jesse nodded. “They’re about a hundred years old. Copies of the pair made by seventeenth-century sculptor Dante Cavrioli.”

      “Really?” Elissa was delighted. “That’s wonderful to hear. I just loved them the moment I spotted them at a flea market in Naples. Walter paid a lot for them, over 100 euros.”

      “He did well.” Jesse now moved on to inspect a small painting of a river and trees. “This looks like a Tom Thomson.”

      “It is. Walter was able to pick it up as a bargain because there was some dispute about its authenticity. But I’m sure it’s real.”

      She turned to address us both. “Of course, what you really came to see is the violin.” She directed us to another alcove across the room.

      I couldn’t hold back a gasp of dismay. The Smith Viola rested on its stand, wide open to whatever dust and temperature and humidity the room could throw at it, and—greatest sin of all—in full sunlight from the floor-to-ceiling window.

      Jesse sent me a look that said shut up, but Elissa seemed to hear it as a gasp of awe.

      “Yes, I suppose it’s impressive, though I’m not really interested in old instruments⁠—”

      “Do you play yourself, Elissa?” Jesse cut across her, probably to keep me from reacting again. “Smith violas are prized for their rich, mellow voice.”

      “Sadly, I didn’t inherit my grandmother’s musical talent.” She sighed. “I’d love to keep it, but, well, Walter insisted. He says it’s crazy to keep something that valuable just collecting dust. Let alone the insurance costs.”

      “I understand entirely, Elissa. I think you’re wise to be realistic about its future.”

      She threw him a grateful smile.

      “Now, as you can appreciate, we must have it appraised independently before we can offer to accept the consignment. First, we need to hear it played. That’s why I brought Miss Robinson along.”

      Oh, please yes... I could barely keep from shaking with the thrill of playing it one more time. I picked up the bow and the instrument, tuned it, took a long deep breath.

      Again, I played my heart out.

      “That was lovely,” Elissa assured me, as the last notes of the capriccio died.

      Jesse didn’t say a word. He just looked at me. Stunned.

      “Je—Joe?”

      He recovered himself. “Thank you, Miss Robinson. There’s no doubt of its excellent tone.”

      I remembered my follow-up act and tried to look a little weak and overcome.

      “My dear, are you all right?” Elissa asked.

      “I’m sorry. Playing Vieuxtemps always affects me like this. I wonder, could I just freshen up in the bathroom, and maybe get a glass of water...?

      “Yes, of course. Come with me.” She was all solicitude.

      “Take your time, ladies,” Jesse said. “I’ll just continue my inspection if that’s okay, take some pictures of the Smith for my report.”

      “Of course. Take whatever you need. Just this way, dear, down the hall.”

      I stole a glance back at Jesse. So far, so perfect.
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        * * *

      

      “Take whatever you need.” Jesse was clearly overjoyed, as we drank to our success back at the Sinner & Saint. “How little she knew. Hell, I could have walked off with Mr. Smith there and then. You did great, keeping her out of the room that long.”

      “It was easy. Her kitchen was full of things she was happy to talk about.” Especially the poster of Paul Newman in a chef’s outfit. “But you didn’t take the Smith. Or anything else, I hope?”

      “Just pictures. I’ve got an app on my phone to scan an object for 3D printing.”

      “Sounds useful. But like we said before, what could we do with a copy?”

      Despite what I’d said to Lucas earlier, 3D printed instruments were making a splash. Though they neither looked nor sounded like the historic originals, nor could they pass for one, they had a surprising quality all their own.

      “You never know. I also took videos of the room, and the area outside the window. We’ll need them if we make an unofficial return to the scene.”

      There was that “we” again.

      “Oh, and I wiped your fingerprints off the Smith.”

      My mind went dead cold with the implications.

      “Thank you,” I managed to murmur.

      “It’s my job to think of these things.” He was silent for a long moment.

      “Uh, speaking of jobs, Tyler... I’m sorry. I had no idea you could—you were actually a...”

      “A musician?” Okay, how could he know? “Yeah, I play. I earn my living at the Conservatory, but music is my heart and soul.”
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        * * *

      

      Over the next few weeks, I heard nothing from Jesse. I had no way of contacting him. No phone number, no email. I didn’t know what city, what country he lived in.

      Not even his real name.

      Was he focusing on the Smith, or on other projects in other countries? I chose not to worry, but kept alert for any hint of news relating to violas or Pinkneys.

      It hit us three weeks later. A very nervous-sounding Lucas called me into his office. He had a visitor. Sergeant Michael Kurelek. A six-foot-something wall of uniform and authority.

      I might have been dying a thousand deaths inside, but earlier times with Jesse had schooled me to be calm and innocent.

      “I’m following up on a break-in two nights ago at the home of Walter and Elissa Pinkney.”

      I reminded myself to forget I’d ever met Elissa. “The Pinkneys?”

      “The people who inherited the Smith Viola.” Lucas looked anything but calm. Thank goodness he knew nothing about Jesse’s plan. “The sergeant just wants to know⁠—”

      “It’s fine, Mr. Hamilton. Ms. Dean, your director tells me the instrument was in the Conservatory’s possession for the past eighteen years, and that your job includes overseeing the collection.”

      “That’s right.” Don’t volunteer. Just answer. If Jesse had taken it⁠—

      “Yes, we hated losing it, but Elissa Pinkney is the rightful owner.” Lucas couldn’t seem to shut up. “Was it stolen?”

      “Nothing was stolen. But it looks like that’s what the thieves were after. The viola was moved from the alcove where it was kept and was found on the floor near the window.”

      I couldn’t stand it any longer. “How can we help you, Sergeant?”

      “We’re wondering if there’s ever been suspicious activity involving this instrument any time it’s been in your possession. Or any other instrument.”

      I struggled to keep my relief from showing as I assured him that we’d never had any kind of trouble. Maybe because thieves weren’t aware of how valuable historic instruments could be. I forced myself to stop babbling.

      And that was it. The sergeant left, and after Lucas wondered at length about the thwarted break-in, the thief, and so on, I escaped to my office to enjoy a much-needed bout of asking myself, “What the eff—?” and receiving no answers.

      My phone dinged a message.

      
        
          
            
              
        dont worry its all good
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        * * *

      

      A few weeks later, we heard through the Conservatory’s well-connected grapevine that the Smith Viola was going on the block, to be handled by Cormack Fine Arts Auction House. A highly reputable family concern for more than a century.

      As the auction date grew relentlessly closer, I found myself increasingly anxious for another note from Jesse. His earlier message had arrived through some internet magic I had no clue about, and had dissolved into the ether only minutes later.

      What had Jesse said? He’d infinitely prefer to tackle the job at the Pinkneys’ than at the auction house or the Smith’s final destination. And yet, any day now, it would be transferred to Cormack, who certainly knew their business, and then sold and shipped to god-knows-where.

      I could almost hear the chances ticking down. The antepenultimate, the penultimate, and finally the Hail Mary pass.

      Granted, we’d already established it couldn’t be stolen, but surely something had to happen. Anything.

      Or did it? After all, why should I expect Jesse to swoop in from my past and rescue the Smith for the sake of the Victoria Conservatory? What was it to him, except a bit of fun, a farfetched challenge?

      If it didn’t happen, so what?
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        * * *

      

      By the day before the auction, I was a nervous wreck. I haunted the Cormack website, staring at Lot 46.

      Viola by Arthur Edward Smith; Sydney, Australia, 1948. Opening bid $75,000. Estimate $125,000-$180,000.

      It was like a farewell look at an old friend.

      Lucas informed me he and I were attending the auction, which would be held live at the Cormack’s premises on Queen Street, with online and telephone bids as well. I couldn’t possibly go, having presented myself to Elissa Pinkney as the non-existent Miss Robinson from the mythical Chelsea Galleries. I told Lucas I didn’t want to run into the Pinkneys, and, after some persuasion, he agreed to go without me.

      “To give our viola the send-off it deserves,” he said, waxing surprisingly poetic.
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        * * *

      

      Lucas gave me his report on his return. First, Mr. Smith had brought a hammer price of $230,000.

      “No!” Way over the top estimate. “Someone—two people—must have really wanted it.”

      Lucas nodded. “It was down to two on-line bidders at the end. Some Australian philanthropist. Of course he’d want to repatriate it to Australia. Maybe to add to the National Museum collection?”

      “They have enough already,” I muttered.

      “The other was some anonymous bidder. Apparently some crypto currency magnate with a private collection of expensive toys.”

      “So, who got it in the end? The gazillionaire, I suppose.”

      “No. Surprisingly, the Australian. I never thought he’d hold out.” Lucas looked mildly impressed. “Anyway, we could never have raised that amount.”

      “Yeah.” At least it was headed back where it would be appreciated. Maybe even loved. I convinced myself I was content.

      Until I got another mysterious message.

      
        
          
            
              
        trust me
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        * * *

      

      Three days later (and three days of silence from Jesse) I was far from trusting him. Just before the end of the day, Lucas got a phone call from Evelyn Cormack, head of the auction house.

      “She wants to meet with us tomorrow morning.” Lucas looked even more miserable than at any of our recent meetings. “I swear, I’m beginning to wish I never heard of A.E. Smith and his damned viola.”

      “It’s about the Smith?” Oh god. I was ready to echo his concern. Only I was far more aware of the danger we were in.

      “Of course it is. She wouldn’t tell me anything, except it was a totally unexpected aftermath and a highly serious matter and completely confidential.”

      I managed to avoid pointless speculation, made some would-be placating responses for Lucas’s sake, and beat a retreat to the Sinner & Saint. Aided by a generous glass of red, I indulged in a serious mental and emotional tailspin towards the worst-case scenario.

      The Aussie had discovered the Smith was a fake.

      Damn it, Jesse.

      How much should I tell Lucas? Everything? To prepare him for what to expect tomorrow? Except I didn’t know anything for sure.

      No. Let whatever Evelyn Cormack had to say come as a surprise to him.

      Either way, I’d be fired by the end of the day. And probably arrested.

      I ordered a plate of nachos to help soak up the wine.

      I had taken a screenshot of Jesse’s second message before it could vanish, and I gazed at it now, looking for some kind of reassurance.

      
        
          
            
              
        trust me

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I was taking comfort from the image of the message, the nachos and a second glass of red when a new message dinged in.

      
        
          
            
              
        i told you—trust me

      

      

      

      

      

      And a moment later....

      
        
          
            
              
        where are you

      

      

      

      

      

      That’s when I noticed this was a regular text. I could respond.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sinner & Saint

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        ...

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        15 min

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jesse insisted on waiting until the server had brought him food and drink before letting me say anything other than, “Oh my god, am I glad to see you.”

      “Okay, now that we’re safe from interruptions, let’s hear it, Tyler.”

      Where to start? “The director of the auction house wants to see Lucas and me first thing tomorrow morning. About the Smith.”

      He looked puzzled. “Didn’t she say why?”

      “No. She just used scary words like ‘serious’ and ‘unexpected’ and ‘confidential’.”

      “And so you think...?”

      “They’ve discovered it’s a fake.” Even as I said the words, they seemed to lose their power.

      He gave me that crooked smile again.

      “Yeah. I thought you might think that.” He leaned forward and took my hand in his. His look warmed me all over.

      “Tyler, it’s not a fake. It’s the genuine article, and even as we speak it’s in secure storage at Cormack’s.”

      “But... when we were at the Pinkneys’ home, why did you scan the Smith with 3D software?”

      “I didn’t. I scanned the Annunciation Mary.”

      “I’m sorry... what?”

      “Despite what I told Elissa, the figure of Mary was not a replica of a seventeenth-century carving by Dante Cavrioli. It was the real deal. He carved the pair in 1684. The Gabriel is still in the Chiesa di Santa Giuliana in Montalcino, but the Virgin disappeared sometime during the war. How it ended up in a flea market in Naples is anyone’s guess.”

      He took a long draw on his beer. I gave up thinking.

      “I got a perfect 3D reproduction of Mary made, and then I returned to the scene and swapped it out for the real one.”

      “Okay...” My brain slowly shifted into working mode. “And you moved the Smith as a red herring.”

      “You heard about that, eh?”

      “We had a visit from the police. But you knew that.” That’s when he’d sent his first message. “So now, Elissa owns...?”

      “An impeccable replica of the Cavrioli Annunciation Mary, worth about $350, and a third-rate copy of the Gabriel, worth maybe $20 on a good day.”

      “But if they bought the real one⁠—”

      “Well, to use your favorite argument, she never had any moral right to it. Stolen property. She’s happy with believing they’re good reproductions. And don’t forget, she got the hammer price for the Smith Viola—minus commission.”

      “So where is the Mary now?”

      “I sold her. After all, she was still hot. Stolen from Montalcino eighty years ago. Stolen by me two months ago. And god knows how many times in between.”

      “And you sold her to...?

      “Oh, just a man I know. One of those collection-crazy billionaires you have no use for. But he was the one with the money.”

      Jesse paused. He seemed to be waiting for me to connect the last dots.

      “So I guess this means our final last chance is gone? Now that the Aussie is the legal—and moral—owner, he’ll take Mr. Smith home to Australia. And they might even love him—it. I suppose I can live with that.”

      Jesse’s jaw dropped. Just a little.

      “My god, Tyler, you’re slow. There was no Australian.”

      “Then who bought⁠—?”

      “I did, of course. The Aussie persona was a mask. I could have bought it three times over with what Mr. X paid me for Mary. I had to go higher than I expected, since there was some super-billionaire who didn’t want to give up.”

      Just like that, everything shifted.

      A million lights of joy fluttered all around me.

      He grinned. “That’s what the Cormack woman wants to meet with you about tomorrow. Though why she had to go all secretive about it I don’t know. She’s going to tell you that the anonymous buyer is donating the Smith Viola to the Victoria Conservatory. In memory of Cosima di Turi.”

      I couldn’t help it. I burst into tears.

      “Oh, Jesse...” I sniffled and grabbed a handful of paper napkins.

      “Ironic, isn’t it?” he went on, politely pretending I wasn’t a mass of dripping emotion. “You do know, right, that the Annunciation is the source of that number one Catholic prayer, Hail Mary, full of grace...”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Four weeks later, the Victoria held a gala reception to celebrate the return of the A.E. Smith Viola. I sat on the podium with the others, thrilled to see all the musicians, students, and alumni in attendance, sharing our happiness. Evelyn Cormack was here to make the presentation, in the absence of the actual donor and their hidden identity. Even she had no idea who it was.

      Lucas had wanted to invite the Pinkneys, but I pointed out they’d washed their hands of the Smith when they’d sent it to the auction block. Lucas argued—half-heartedly—that they were within their rights, but I stood firm.

      Jesse was gone from my life again. He’d left me with the endless joy of having the Smith Viola back where it belonged, and the memory of the handful of nights we’d shared over the course of our adventure. We both knew we belonged in different worlds, worlds that could never do more than cross on the rare occasion when one of us needed the other.

      Lucas finished his recap of the Smith’s history, and Evelyn was ready to present it. As Director of Collections, I had the honor of receiving it.

      Which I did with a heartfelt speech of gratitude to the anonymous donor. Sadly, I couldn’t so much as hint at Jesse and all he’d done.

      One further honor was mine.

      The audience hushed, while I straightened the Schubert score on the stand and my colleague stepped up to the piano beside the podium.

      I positioned the viola beneath my chin, positioned my bow.

      The piano intro began.

      Ave Maria.

      I played my heart out.
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      Frustrated and tired, Sebastian has just settled on a bench on the otherwise deserted outer deck of the ferry when his phone rings. It’s his mother, and though he’s in no mood to talk, he takes the call. He always takes the call when it’s his mother.

      “Hi, Mami. I’m on the ferry…What? Not so good. I’ll tell you when I get home…No. No, they didn’t…I said I’ll tell you when I get home…Sí. Forty-five minutes.”

      That is when he spots the boy. Fourteen, fifteen years old, maybe. A white kid in his private school uniform, wine-colored blazer, dark gray slacks. The requisite earbuds. A backpack slung over his shoulder. Manhattan kid. Maybe Brooklyn Heights or Park Slope. Not the kind of kid you normally see heading to Staten Island. Certainly not the kind of kid Sebastian normally pays much attention to. But something is off. The kid seems agitated, furtive, up to no good. He’s gripping a plastic Duane Reade bag, and Sebastian watches as he approaches the railing. The kid hesitates. Sebastian realizes his mother is saying something on the other end of the line.

      “Sorry, Mami. ¿Qué?”

      But Sebastian doesn’t hear what his mother repeats, because at that moment it dawns on him what the kid is up to. The privileged brat plans on tossing the Duane Reed bag over the side of the boat into the water below.

      “Hey, don’t do that!” Sebastian calls out reflexively. “Stop that!”

      Whether absorbed in the music pulsating from his earbuds, or just alone with his thoughts, the kid doesn’t seem to hear.

      “Mami, I’ve got to go.” Sebastian ends the call, makes his way quickly to the boy. But when he gently touches a shoulder to get his attention, the kid recoils, startled.

      “What the hell, man?”

      “What are you doing?”

      “What?” shouts the boy, his earbuds still in place.

      Sebastian impatiently tugs one of the buds from the kid’s ear. “I said, what are you doing?”

      “Hey, leave me alone, dude, okay? You some kind of perv? Don’t touch me.”

      Sebastian takes a step back. “Okay, sorry. I shouldn’t have…But what are you doing? You can’t throw stuff into the water.”

      “What’s it to you?”

      “Hey, don’t be a dick. Freakin’ prep school boy should know not to throw trash into New York Harbor.”

      “Who says it’s trash?”

      “Don’t start with me, Pendejo.”

      “Mind your own business.”

      “It is my business. I live here. I don’t like assholes throwing trash in the harbor. Which, by the way, is illegal.”

      “You a cop?”

      “Do I look like a cop?

      “You look like a douchebag.” The kid takes back his earbud, ceremoniously replaces it in his ear, and begins to walk away.

      “Nice,” Sebastian says flatly. “Hey, hold on.”

      The kid keeps walking, his head bobbing slightly to the beat of his music. This time, Sebastian’s grip on his arm is firmer.

      “Hey, I said don’t touch me!” The boy shouts with a vehemence that takes Sebastian by surprise.

      “Where do you think you’re going?”

      The kid spits out, “Anywhere you’re not.” For the first time Sebastian looks more closely and sees the damage in the boy’s face.

      “What’s in the bag? Why throw it in the water? There’s a trash bin right over there.”

      “I said, mind your own business.”

      “Give me the bag.”

      The boy signals his refusal by clutching the bag tighter. Sebastian tries cutting the tension with a joke. “Whaddya got in there, body parts?”

      The kid seems to consider his options, then thrusts the bag into the older man’s chest. “Don’t be stupid.”

      Sebastian takes the bag and looks inside with caution, as if it might indeed contain fresh body parts. He finds only a single item, a small decorated sack made of some kind of animal skin.

      “What’s this?”

      “Be careful. It’s old,” the kid says, suddenly a pillar of responsibility.

      “I can see that.” Sebastian sighs. “What is it?”

      “It’s a Native tobacco pouch. Very rare. Couple of hundred years old, I think.”

      “Sure it is,” says Sebastian, not hiding his skepticism. But the thing he is now holding is unquestionably fragile and distinctly beautiful. The leather is dry and brittle in spots, but the beadwork is exquisite, even to the untrained eye.

      “It is,” the boy counters, petulance rising. “Iroquois. Or maybe Shoshone.”

      “I don’t know much, but even I know Iroquois and Shoshone are not remotely the same thing.”

      “Whatever. That’s not the point.”

      “No, the point is—what are you doing with a two-hundred-year-old Iroquois tobacco pouch?”

      “It’s mine.” The boy says it with unpersuasive conviction, snatches the pouch and the plastic bag back from Sebastian.

      “Okay, okay. If you say so. Jeez. Just be careful with it.”

      “It is mine. Well…my father’s.” Then, as an afterthought, “My stepfather’s.”

      “Assuming that’s true…and I’m not,” Sebastian says, “why would you throw your stepfather’s two-hundred-year-old Iroquois, or possibly Shoshone, tobacco pouch into the harbor?”

      “’Cause I hate the bastard and I want to watch his precious crap float out to sea. Or, even better, get chewed up by a ship’s propeller.”

      “Hold on. Did this ‘bastard’ do something to you⁠—”

      “He’s gonna crap himself when he finds out it’s gone.”

      Sebastian looks at the boy. Vengeance in watery blue eyes that by rights should be filled with youthful brightness. He knows the answer to his next question, but asks it anyway. “How’d you get it?”

      “I just took it. He keeps it in his study, in a cabinet with all his other so-called priceless artifacts. But he never locks it.”

      “Priceless artifacts? What are you talking about?”

      “He collects old Indian stuff. Native. Indigenous. Whatever. Pays way too much for it, I’m sure. Thinks it’s part of his heritage.”

      “He’s Native?”

      “Nah, he just claims he is. One-sixteenth something or other. Load of crap.”

      “Maybe he is.”

      “He’s a freakin’ ginger. He’s no more Native than you or me.”

      “Well, I’m Puerto Rican,” Sebastian interjects, “so actually I could have some Taino blood.”

      “Sure. Everyone’s an Indian nowadays.”

      “I didn’t say I was.”

      “That’s cool,” says the boy. “I couldn’t care less.”

      “So, you just lifted your father’s two-hundred-year-old Iroquois…Shoshone⁠—”

      “—Stepfather—

      “—tobacco pouch thing, and you were going to throw it in the harbor.”

      “I still might.”

      “Why don’t you just sell it? If you hate him so much.”

      “’Cause then he might get it back.”

      “But money, hey. You called it priceless.”

      “That’s, like, just a saying, you know? It’s probably only worth twenty thousand.”

      A shock-fueled whistle inadvertently escapes Sebastian’s lips. “Only twenty thou?”

      “The asshole spends that on a golf weekend in Bermuda.”

      “Ay dios mío.”

      “All that matters is he never gets it back. It’s all he cares about. His freakin’ artifacts.”

      “Hey, man, there’s something else going on here. You wanna talk about it?”

      “Hell no,” the boy responds, a little too quickly. A moment later he says, “He doesn’t even care about my mother, really. Certainly not me. He’ll be glad I’m gone.”

      “Gone? Where you going?”

      The boy shrugs. “I just wish I could be there and see the veins pop out of his ugly face when he realizes it’s gone.”

      “Where are you going to go?”

      “I’ll figure that out when I get off the ferry.”

      “Have you ever even been off Manhattan Island?”

      “Don’t be a douche.”

      “I mean, on your own.”

      “I’ll figure it out,” the kid says again.

      “What are you gonna do, take an Uber to Bayonne?”

      “I said I’d figure it out!”

      Argument spent, the boy looks out over the railing and says nothing more. Sebastian joins him in the moment of companionable silence. The eternity of a minute or two passes.

      “So, that’s freakin’ Lady Liberty, huh?” the boy says at last. “You know, I’ve never…This is the closest I’ve been.”

      “Yeah. New Yorkers. We don’t do the tourist thing.”

      “You?”

      “What?”

      “Been up inside? In the crown?”

      “When I was a kid. With my papá. He liked that sort of thing. Be proud, he used to say. Somos americanos. Todos juntos.”

      “I don’t speak Spanish.”

      “No?!” Sebastian says with feigned, but good-natured, shock.

      “How soon before we dock?” the kid asks after another silence.

      “About ten minutes.”

      “You ride the ferry a lot?”

      “Now and then.”

      “You from Staten Island?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What’s that like?”

      “What do you mean, what’s it like?” Sebastian makes no attempt to hide his annoyance. “It’s like…I don’t understand the question.”

      “So why were you in the city? Job?”

      “No.”

      “Some girl?”

      “What is this, the third degree?”

      “Well, I told you what I was doing.”

      “Yeah, well, I wasn’t throwing trash off the boat.

      “Not trash,” the boy says. “Treasure.”

      Sebastian focuses on the Jersey skyline in the distance. “I had an appointment. With a bank.”

      “Exciting.”

      “For a loan. A business thing.”

      “Like I said, exciting.”

      “Yeah, well some of us can’t just steal stuff from Daddy when we need money.”

      “He’s my stepfather. And I didn’t steal from him for the money.”

      “Splitting hairs.”

      The kid persists. “So, what do you want a loan for?”

      “To open a business.”

      “What kind of business?”

      Sebastian hesitates before he answers, “A cheese shop.” It gets the anticipated laugh from the kid. “It’s not funny.”

      “It kind of is.”

      “Now who’s being a dick? Gourmet cheeses. People like that kind of thing in your bougee part of the city, don’t they?”

      “Sure, I guess.”

      “So, folks in Staten Island deserve good cheese, too. Give me a break.”

      “It’s cool.” An airhorn sounds, announcing the ferry is approaching the St. George terminal. “So, did you get the loan?”

      “Hell, no.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because my name is Rodriguez, not Rockefeller.”

      “That sucks.”

      “Sucks?” Sebastian laughs ruefully, anger rising. “I’ll tell you what sucks. I don’t have enough money in the bank to borrow more money from the bank. Or own a house. I’m gonna be thirty-six on my next birthday. I’m a man for chrissake. I’ve worked hard. Time is running out. Don’t I deserve the same break as some trust fund baby?”
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