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Prologue
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My husband and I took a cruise through the Baltic Sea in 2022. We were supposed to go to Saint Petersburg, but when Russia threatened our route, our itinerary changed. Our cruise line did a remarkable job to make our fifteen-day sailing comfortable and memorable. If you do go, you must see Berlin. The Holocaust Memorial stands in defiance across the road where Hitler’s bunker used to be. Now, the area he used is only a parking lot. 

Scenarios in this story are real, but the adventure is fiction. Enjoy. – A. Nation
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Chapter 1 – Art on the Run
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After the torrents of rain fell last night in New York City, the foreboding clouds hung over Martha as she walked to work. She was the manager of the Heritage Galleria and hurried to open the art store in time. She tried to dodge the puddles on the sidewalk but the foot traffic forced her into a small pool of water, covering her shoe. She shook her foot and continued dodging the pools of water.

Even though the businesses she passed weren’t as upscale as the ones in Manhattan, these small shops did offer a few priceless items. Many who passed her on the sidewalk smiled as they strolled to their places of employments.

The Galleria and other art shops lined the street for the tourists and the occasional art collectors. She stopped, shook her foot again, and unlocked the Galleria wooden doors framed in white alabaster. 

Martha employed Beverly to help her with customers and keep the counter items clean. Another employee, Walter, helped with the heavy lifting when deliveries arrived in the rear of the store.

Martha hurried to the women’s restroom. She removed her wet shoes, shook them into one of the sinks. She carried the soaked shoes and set them by the floor heater near the sales desk.

“Hope these didn’t get ruined,” she thought.

Martha dried her feet and stepped outside. In her stocking feet, she hurried over the black and white patterned tile floor to the employee’s lockers in the back room for a spare pair of shoes she left for emergencies such as this. She returned shoed, and checked the night’s previous mail left on the sales counter first, and then walked around the Galleria to make sure the surveillance cameras were operational. One of them aimed toward the large expensive artworks in the hallway—not the smaller pieces due to last year’s budget cuts.

“Someday, I’ll have another camera installed,” she thought.

She returned to the office in the storage area and retrieved a bank bag for the cash register. When she heard the door chime ring, Martha hurried toward the main room and observed Beverly walking through the front door, removing her coat.

“Good morning, Martha,” she said, smiling. “It’s a beautiful day, isn’t it?”

“It is,” Martha replied, inserting the bills into the register. Beverly entered the back room to deposit her coat and purse.

Walter stepped in. “Good morning, ladies,” he said. “I’ll fix us some coffee.”

“After you do,” Martha said, “I’ll need you to open a few of the large boxes in storage. They should be the statues I ordered on loan.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he replied as he walked into the back room.

When Beverly returned, she glanced near the floor heater observing Martha’s shoes. 

“I hope they aren’t ruined,” she asked. “You might want to take them to the shoe repair down the street. He’ll loosen them up after they’d dried.

“I think they’ll be all right,” Martha replied.

—-
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Throughout the morning, a few patrons entered the Galleria. A woman eyed the crystal vases and purchased one. A young man browsed and left. An older man, tapping the tiled floor with his cane, walked past the sales counter. He wore a black fedora hat tilted to one side. Martha followed him into the hallway as he wandered into the art room. Displays of paintings and small sculptures covered the walls and podiums. 

He turned toward her and smiled. “You have many paintings I’m interested in,” he said. “That Rembrandt is quite unique. Is it for sale?” He raised his cane, pointing to the painting.

“Thank you. Follow me and I’ll check on it.” Martha returned to the sales desk as the man walked behind her. She accessed the computer and scrolled through the paintings she had for sale. “Yes, it is listed for 1.5 million, but the owner may offer a discount.” She pulled a small Galleria card from the desk and handed it to him.

“Good, here’s my card,” he said, pulling a small business card from his vest jacket. “Contact me if the owner accepts.”

Martha took the white embossed card from his hand and glanced over the name, “Alfred Beaumont.” She set his card by the cash register.

“Thank you, I will.”

The man’s mouth curved, displaying a row of white teeth. “Good day, ma’am,” he said, tipping his hat as he turned to leave.

As he left through the front door, Beverly approached Martha.

“Well?” she asked. “Did he buy something?”

“We’re negotiating.” She turned her attention to the rotating card rack for customers to view. “Could you bring a box of postcards from storage? It looks like we’re almost out.”

“Sure.”

—-
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The morning passed with a few customers who bought a small picture frame and a bag of candy. Since the hour before lunchtime arrived, Walter headed for the front door to leave for his lunch.

“I’ll be back as soon as I can,” he said. “I’ll just be at Max’s Café down the street if you need me.”

“Thanks, have a good lunch,” Martha replied. “We’ll be fine.”

Walter hadn’t been gone for fifteen minutes when a young couple entered the Galleria. As they browsed, Beverly approached them. Another man arrived followed by two women. As the customers entered and filled the gallery, they wandered throughout the next room. Martha and Beverly had a hard time keeping up with the patrons and their questions.

In the mist of this busy hour, the older man from this morning, returned, tapping his cane as he walked. Martha looked toward her customer at the sales counter and managed to greet Mr. Beaumont as he passed. 

“Mr. Beaumont, so nice to see you again.” 

She rang up a few postcards for the customer.

“I can see you’re busy,” he said. “I’ll just look around, if you don’t mind.”

“Not at all. Take your time,” Martha said. “My employee, Beverly, is back in the art room. If you have any questions, you can ask her.”

After a few minutes, Beverly rushed to the sales counter and placed a small vase on top.

“Wow, I never seen it this busy since Christmas.”

“Did you see Mr. Beaumont?”

“Yes, but I was with another customer for this vase.”

“Go ahead and ring this up,” Martha said. “I’ll see to Mr. Beaumont.”

As Beverly rang the customer’s purchase, Martha left the desk and looked for the older man. Before she could find him, a customer stopped her.

“Excuse me, but can you tell me how much this figurine is?” he asked. “I’d love to give this to my wife on her birthday tomorrow.”

“Uh, yes, it’s a wise choice. The sticker is on the bottom.” She tilted it and read it. “It’s priced at sixty-nine dollars. My clerk up front can ring that up for you,” she replied, gazing toward the hallway. “Where is he?” she thought.

“Um, sixty-nine is a bit steep,” said the man. “How about fifty-nine dollars?”

Martha nodded, Yes, let me mark that for you.”

She pulled a marking pen from her pocket and adjusted the price.

When the man left her, she glanced around the room. She didn’t see Mr. Beaumont at first. Then she spotted him returning from the art displays into the main room.

“Ah, there you are,” he said, looking in her direction. He stood with both hands as he leaned on top of his cane handle.

“My employer is offering point nine million for the Rembrandt,” he said. “It’s not as large as his famous pieces.”

“I will contact the owner and let him know,” Martha said. “Is your employer a collector? I have more items coming in next week.”

“Yes. I’ll return and check them out. You can let me know then,” he replied. “Good day, ma’am.”

The man strolled past her and through the crowd of patrons before leaving the Galleria. Martha smiled and returned to the sales desk. A few customers left with their logoed sacks filled with their purchases. She approached Beverly standing behind the counter.

“How are we doing?” she asked.

“Good, but mostly small items.”

More browsers left through the front door.

“The lunch hour must be over,” Beverly said. “Several are leaving.”

“Mr. Beaumont made an offer,” Martha said. “I need to call the owner.”

“That’s wonderful,” Beverly said. “Oh, here’s Walter. I’ll take my lunch in back. Call me if you need me.”

As Beverly left the sales counter, Martha smiled at Walter as he walked in.

“Well, Walter, you missed the crowd.”

“I saw lots of people leaving,” he said. “I hope you made a few sales.”

“We did.”

A man in a delivery uniform entered and stopped in front of the desk. “I have a few packages for you, ma’am,” he said, holding a clipboard. “They are quite large.”

“Walter, will you help him bring them in?” Martha asked. 

“Sign here, ma’am,” the driver said, offering her his clipboard.

Walter left with the deliveryman. Martha straightened the sales desk and replaced a few postcards into the rack.

When the last customer left, she hummed to herself on the productive day they had. Her reverie broke when Walter rushed to her from the art gallery.

“Ma’am, we’ve been robbed!”
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Chapter 2 - Back at Home
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Rosetta and her daughter, Joyce, entered their home in Alexandria after a long trip from visiting her family in Colorado. 

“Ah, I’m so glad to be home,” she said, placing her luggage on the kitchen floor. “I could sleep for days.”

Joyce pulled out her phone to call her brother, Bob. 

“I’m calling Bob to let him know he can bring Dolly back tonight,” she said.

Rosetta lifted her bags. “It would be good to see my little dog, but for now, I’m heading for bed,” she said, leaving the kitchen with her rolling suitcase.

“All right. Drink water and your pills before you do,” Joyce reminded her mother. She turned her attention to her phone when her brother answered

“Hi, Bob? Yes, we are home,” Joyce said. “This afternoon or evening would be fine. Mom is lying down for a bit, right now. Yes, we are bushed. Okay, I’ll see you about four, bye.”

Joyce disconnected the call and decided to check on her mother. She looked in Rosetta’s bedroom and found her mother fast asleep on the bed, still dressed. She observed a container of blood pressure pills open on the nightstand. 

She crept toward the small table as to not away her mother. She lifted the cap and screwed the bottle of pills closed. A half glass of water stood nearby. Joyce removed her mother’s shoes and covered her with one of the blankets folded at the end of the bed.

Though she felt a little hungry, she wanted to take her suitcase first upstairs to her room. Joyce grabbed the suitcase handle and pulled it up the stairs into her bedroom. She hoisted the luggage on top of her bedspread for an easier access. While she removed and placed her clothes in the dresser, her phone beeped a text. She glanced at the screen. Their insurance representative, John, texted her. He wanted her to call him about their next case. 

“I’ll put you off until the morning,” she murmured to herself. 

When her stomach growled, she walked downstairs through the living room and into the kitchen. Since they were low on groceries, she thought a can of soup and crackers sounded good. In one of the cupboards, her mother had a good stock of vegetable and canned chicken. She found crackers on the next shelf. As the pot was heating the soup, Rosetta walked in.

“I must be hungry,” she said. “I could smell this from my room.”

“The soup is almost ready,” Joyce said. “I called Bob and he’s bringing Dolly over around four o’clock.”

“Good,” Rosetta said, reaching into the cupboard for a couple of bowls.

Joyce turned toward her mother. “Mom?” “Yes, Hon.”

“Maybe we should leave Dolly at Bob’s since we aren’t home much. His kids love her.”

Rosetta sat and stared at her daughter. “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe we could take Dolly to work with us?” she asked.

“But what about the times we have to be gone?”

“I’ll think about it. I would really miss her near my feet when I’m reading.”

Rosetta sat at the kitchen table while Joyce brought the hot pan of soup. She dished the vegetable soup into the two bowls. After she handed Rosetta’s, she brought hers to her placemat. Rosetta broke a few crackers into the liquid and stirred the contents around.

“Did you add something to this?” Rosetta asked, savoring the warm soup.

“Just some canned chicken. There’s not enough in these soups to make them good.”

As Rosetta finished her meal, she rose from her chair to take the empty bowl to the kitchen sink.

The doorbell rang.

“That’s could be Bob now,” Joyce said, rising from her chair. She turned and walked toward the living room.

When she opened the front door, John Peterson stood on their small porch. 

“Hello, John. I, uh, saw your text, but since we just got back I was going to call you later.” Joyce said. “Come in.”

“Thank you, but I won’t stay long,” he said, entering the home. “When do you think you can take on another case?”

Rosetta rose from her chair and said, “Please take a seat. Would you like some water or tea?”

“Thank you, no I’m fine. Well?”

Rosetta and Joyce sat opposite their benefactor.

“John, like Joyce said, we just got home,” Rosetta said. “Can you give us a couple of days?”

“I don’t know. The police seemed pretty sure about this,” he said. “We don’t know how but rare paintings are leaving the U.S. and the authorities don’t know how it’s done.”

“Back up. Where are the paintings coming from?” Rosetta asked.

“Sorry. Recently, an art gallery in New York City had a major theft. So naturally, they filed a claim with us as we are their insurance agent,” he explained. “Then I received word from one of my investigators on vacation. They saw one of the missing paintings in a small gallery for sale. Later when she returned with the police, it was gone.”

“Gone by a sale or what?”

The gallery claimed they never had it,” he said. “It was by chance my employee happened to walk into the art store and saw it. Here’s a photo she sent to me.” He held his phone screen up for Rosetta to view. “Meanwhile, as their insurance company, we’ll have to fork over millions on the stolen paintings which may or may not be still in the U.S.” 

“Why can’t your agent continue over there, I mean, since she’s already familiar with the area?” Joyce asked, trying not to put him off.

“She’s on a tour boat and her husband doesn’t want her to miss the ship. I tried offering her a bonus but she refused.”

“But you want us on a boat or train?” Rosetta asked. “What kind of bonus?”

“Twenty thousand on top of your travel expenses. But only if you catch the thief and recover the paintings. Then I can cancel the claim.”

“Have other galleries been robbed?”

“Maybe, but I only know of the one we insured.”

“Mom?” Joyce asked.

“Let us think on this. We do need a day of rest,” Rosetta said, rising from her chair. “I’ll call you tomorrow. Say, John, why can’t you do this?”

“I would, but I’m recognized in one of the ports where I used to do business. I need someone the thieves wouldn’t suspect.”

John rose from his chair.

“We’ll let you know,” Rosetta said, showing him toward the front door.

Once they shut the door behind John, Rosetta frowned. “And I wanted a few days to relax.”

“The pay is good,” Joyce said.

“Yes, but the legwork could be difficult,” Rosetta said. “Let’s not talk about this until the morning.”

Their doorbell rang.

“I hope this is Bob,” she said, rinsing the pot before placing it in the dishwasher.

Joyce advanced to the front door and looked through the peephole. She nodded after recognizing her brother on the front step. She opened the door. Her brother held the kennel with Dolly inside. The dog scraped the metal gate and yipped, anxious to get out.

Bob set the kennel on the living room floor. As soon as he opened the gate, Dolly burst against the closure toward Rosetta.

“Oh, there’s my little sweetie,” she said, scooping the dog into her arms. Rosetta hugged and carried Dolly into the kitchen. “I have a special treat for you.”

Bob leaned toward his sister. “Have you talked to her about you know what?” he asked.

“I did and she wasn’t interested,” Joyce said. “I’ll work on that later.”

Rosetta returned with Dolly trotting at her heals. “Sit down everyone. Do you want anything to drink?”

Bob shook his head. Joyce stepped toward the kitchen. “I’ll get mine,” she said.

Bob and his mother sat on the sofa.

“Mom,” he said, “the kids love Dolly.”

“She is easy to love. They’ll see her next time we leave.”

“When will that be?” he asked.

“Maybe next week—We might be out of the country.”

“Mom?”

“Yes, Dear.”

“With you being gone a lot and Dolly staying with us most of the time, why not leave her at our house?”

“Joyce asked me the same thing,” Rosetta said, eyeing her daughter. “I’d miss my dog at my feet when I’m reading. Oh, I’ll have to think about it. I know you may be right, but I can’t give her up right now.”

“You wouldn’t be giving her up,” Bob said. “You can see her and the kids anytime you want.”

Dolly sat in front of her owner, wagging her tail as she waited for another treat. She looked at her owner and at Bob.

“We’ll understand, Mom,” Joyce said, entering the room.
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Chapter 3 – Making Plans
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Rosetta woke the next morning sun’s rays drifted through her window shades. The aroma of coffee and bacon permeated through her bedroom. As she sat on the edge of her bed, she grabbed her robe from the nearby chair. She latched a few buttons on the front of her robe and slipped her feet into her open toed sandals.

“Ah, the smell of Heaven,” she said as she entered the kitchen. 

Joyce turned over a muffin pan onto a large plate.

“I made us some scrambled eggs and biscuits,” Joyce said. “I hope you’re hungry.”

“You’re a wonderful daughter,” Rosetta said, smiling. “Are you joining me?”

“Thank you, but this morning I’m meeting Rick at the hardware store. That’s why I’m up early and made breakfast.”

Rosetta sat in her usual chair and poured a small amount of milk into her coffee. As she drew the warm cup to her lips, Joyce sat across from her.

“Joyce,” Rosetta said, setting her cup near her plate, “Any thoughts on John’s case?”

“I think we should take a short trip to New York City and case out the Galleria. We need more information on how the theft happened.”

“That’s a good idea,” Rosetta said. “Sometimes if we visit the crime scene in person, it helps us visualize the layout. I won’t know until then if this is an isolated case or other galleries have been victimized.” 

Rosetta stabbed her bacon slice and ate one end.

“We can ask around while we are there,” Joyce said, buttering her biscuit. “There must be hundreds of art galleries in the area.

Rosetta took another sip from her coffee cup.

“Well, we have a few days before we can drive up there on the weekend unless you want to go earlier.”

Rosetta set her cup on the table.

“I should put some hours in the store so this weekend would be better for me,” Joyce said. “You can look some of them up on the computer.”

“I will,” Rosetta said, eating the rest of her bacon strip.

She felt Dolly’s paw stroke her bare leg. Out of habit, she broke off a half of the other slice of bacon and gave it to her dog. When Rosetta straightened in her chair to work on her eggs, she noticed Joyce staring at her.

“What?” she asked.

“Have you given anymore thoughts on what to do about Dolly?” Joyce asked. “We can drop her off at Bob’s on the way to New York.”

“Hmm. Joyce, we can do that, but I want my dog home when I’m here. We don’t know if we are flying anywhere, yet.”

“Okay. Well, I have to run,” Joyce said, rising from her chair.

“Will you come home for dinner or do you and Rick want some alone time tonight?”

“I’ll see, but you’re welcome to join us if you want,” Joyce said, draping her coat over her shoulders. “What will you do today?”

“I have to check for bills and get our receipts logged in from our last trip. Maybe a client will walk in the office. With us gone, our business can’t grow much.”

“True, remember I put our computers in the safe.”

“Yes, I remembered,” Rosetta replied.

“I’ll call you after work to see if you want to come with us,” Joyce said. “As to the bills, you should sign up for autopay. Then we won’t miss one while we are gone.

I could, but I like paying this way. That way I know for sure it’s paid.”

“Okay, but think about it.”

Joyce leaned over Rosetta and kissed her on her cheek.

“I’ll be fine tonight. Have a good day,” Rosetta said, placing a fork into her scrambled eggs.

After Joyce left through the back door, Rosetta rose from her chair and gathered the dirty dishes from the table. Dolly followed her to the kitchen sink.

“I see Joyce has already fed you,” she said, gazing the half-eaten dog food in the bowl. Dolly, the short terrier, gazed upward.

Rosetta returned to her bedroom, dressed, and put a few more items from her suitcase away into her bureau. She returned to the kitchen and let Dolly into the small back yard. She waited until Dolly returned before closing the back door. The little dog ran toward her. Rosetta scooped her dog into her arms.

“Sorry, but you have to stay here,” she said, placing the dog on the kitchen floor. “You be good, now, you hear me?”

Dolly cocked her head, twitching her ears. Rosetta gathered her purse into her arm, walked through the back door, and entered the garage. 

After driving a few blocks to the office, she parked behind the business mall and unlocked the back door to her office. Since it was almost nine o’clock, she unlatched the front door and turned the OPEN sign around toward the public parking lot.

Under the mail slot, she picked up the mail in the basket and brought the various envelopes to her desk. Rosetta sorted the ads from the bills. She threw three fourths of the pile into a drawer to use for note taking. The glossy ones ended in her wastebasket.

She opened the electric bill first. Rosetta wrote the checks and looked for some stamps. When she didn’t find enough, she listed them on her notepad of things to get later.

“Well, speak of the Devil,” she said as the mailman walked inside.

“What did I do?” he asked, gathering her mail from his bag.

“Nothing. I just noticed I needed more stamps.”

“Well, you’re in luck. I have a card of them on me.” He removed a card from his vest pocket.

Rosetta opened her large purse. “Here’s fourteen dollars. Keep the rest.” She removed a couple of stamps from the card, stuck them to her envelopes, and handed the paid bills to the mailman.

“Thank you,” he said, passing her mail to her. “Bye now.”

After she placed the postage card in her front desk drawer, she sighed and sifted through her new stack of mail. One of the flyers advertised a discount on a few cruises. She gazed at the beautiful scenic pictures.

“Oh dear, I have to use this special by next week,” she murmured to herself. “Maybe another one will come along next month.”

As she stared at the right side of her desk, she realized she needed her computer, and rose from her chair. In the back room where the kitchenette and sink were, behind the divider wall, she squatted down to open one of the low cupboards and unlocked the safe. They only kept cash or checks inside if they didn’t make it to the bank that day.

On the inside shelf she found two laptop computers. Rosetta reached into the safe and withdrew her device. 

After locking the metal box, she carried her computer to her desk. As she sat in her chair, she realized something was missing.

“Oh phoo. Where are my cords?”

For a moment, the location of her power cord and mouse device eluded her.

“I know I put them in a safe spot,” she mumbled.

First, she checked her desk drawers, then Joyce’s desk. She stood. Her arms bent akimbo to her waist as she glanced around the room. Rosetta locked her sights on the free standing cupboard against the back wall.

She opened both doors toward her and waved her arm back and forth across the shelves. She only found paper supplies for the office. As her brows furrowed, her jaw clenched in frustration. She searched in the back room and opened the cupboards and drawers.

In the last bottom drawer, she found the cords. She let out a huge sigh of relief.

“I recall now. I wanted these to be separate from the computers,” she sighed. “Well, I’ll never again do that again.”

She gathered all the cords and returned to the main office. She set Joyce’s cords on her desk and took hers to her laptop.

After connecting them to her computer, she sat in her swivel chair and turned the device on. After her screen displayed the icons, she clicked on her credit card site.

Rosetta entered her credit card account and glanced at her statement when she noticed a familiar charge.

“Oh, I forgot about all that chocolate I bought. Now, where did I put it?” she asked herself, checking her drawers.

She rose from her chair and walked toward the kitchenette in the back. After searching the cupboards, she found some pecan sandies. She opened the box and picked one of them out of their paper cup. She savored the flavor as she returned to her desk.

Her computer was ready to access the internet. First, she did a world search and limited her scrolling to the New York City neighborhood art galleries. She copied a list within a ten-mile radius and pasted the names into her spreadsheet.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
Wystery Alon
the Bﬂy/ﬁc Se;






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





