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She flung the door open to leave, and for a moment he heard a car alarm honking out

on Folsom Street, four stories below. Then she slammed the door and her running

footsteps echoed down the hallway. 

He remained seated at his desk gazing at the pane of smoked glass in the door to his

office and marveled that it hadn't shattered. " evitceteD elbategeV lleB reppeP", he

read from the window. "I've got it all backwards," he decided. "The next client pays

me before I do the work..... If there is a next client." Pepper Bell, Vegetable

Detective, was having a long day.

She was excited to see him, at first. She'd found the painting, a long lost and half

forgotten Dutch masterpiece, in a dusty second hand store in a side street in Paris.

The painting, a Flemish farmers market tableaux, was cheaper than Dutch Masters

usually are, but the shop keeper had a story. 

Hermann Goering, the well known gourmand, oenophile, art collector, and Nazi German

air force commander, had looted this painting from a private collection in Holland,

then killed the owners. At the end of the war Russian soldiers raided Goering's

warehouse and sold the piece onto the black market. Questions of provenance,

conflicting claims of rightful ownership, and competition between national art

museums made the piece, "Homage to Pomona", difficult to sell on the open market.

"I got it for a steal," she proclaimed as she set the painting on a chair for Pepper

to inspect. 

A bosomy blonde peasant girl, presumably the allegorical Pomona, the goddess of

orchards and gardens, looked unblinking out from the frame of her painting where she

was surrounded by fruits and vegetables. Pepper Bell, Vegetable Detective, swivelled

in his squeaky office chair and looked back.

"She's kinda cute, in a Rubenesque way."

"It's not a Rubens, it's a Pieter van Ryck, 1595! And stop ogling the girl. I'm

paying you to tell me the correct cultivar name for every variety of fruit and

vegetable in the picture. We're going to have a party to celebrate hanging this in

our dining room, and I'm going to hire a real model to sit there and we're going to

recreate the scene on the lawn by surrounding her with exactly these gourds and

melons and cucumbers."

"I'd hang her above the pool table next to "Homage To Three Dogs Smoking Cigars."

"What are you hinting at, Mister? Do you want the job, or not.?

Pepper Bell sighed. "You got ripped off, Lady. See those carrots by Pomona's right

hand. They're orange. Prior to the 17th century carrots in Europe had white roots,

or yellow. Wild carrots there still do; they call them Queen Anne's Lace and pick

the flowers for bouquets. The Arabs brought red and purple carrots from Afghanistan

into Spain. The colored carrots eventually traveled from the Iberian Peninsula into

the Spanish possessions in the lowlands of northern Europe. Bugs Bunny style orange

carrots were developed by the Dutch in the late 17th century from crossing the

European Whites with the Afghani Purples. Unless van Ryck could see into the

agriculture's future as well as he could see into its past your painting is a fake.

Oh, and that'll be forty five dollars."

"For what? You haven't told me anything I want to hear!"

"Well Lady, you could of spent forty five dollars for a hardbacked edition of

Heirloom Vegetable Gardening by William Woys Weaver and read this information for

yourself, but you chose to let Pepper Bell, Vegetable Detective extraordinaire, do

your research for you." 

"You creep!", she snapped back.

"I detect a tightwad," Pepper Bell replied.

"Wad this," she retorted, bringing Homage To Pomona crashing down on Bell's head.

Then she flung open the door to his office and ran out, slamming it behind her. He

sat, wearing the painting like one of those plastic collars that veterinarian

prescribe for their doggy patients so they won't lick their wounds, and gazed at the

pane of smoked glass in the door. Eventually he rose and removed the busted

painting. The blonde was torn in half, but it wasn't anything that tape couldn't

fix. He took down last year's complimentary calendar from the Taqueria on the corner

and hung Homage To Pomona from the nail. The painting seemed to fill the emptiness

on the wall. And why not? Pepper Bell's whole life was an homage to Pomona.
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