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The Missing Painting

Prologue – Body in the Studio

June 1948 – Lewes, Sussex, England

––––––––
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Smoke poured out of the open door to the studio in the back garden behind the cottage. Flames could be seen leaping inside.  The oil paints, turpentine and paintings provided combustible fuel. No one could survive in the inferno that had exploded into life. It did not matter to the man in the chair. He had bled out from his slashed throat and felt no pain from the heat. The burning painting supplies around him would soon turn his body into an unrecognizable corpse.

The darkly dressed man ran to the car hidden behind the hedgerow beside the cottage. He tossed the painting he had taken into the back seat of the new black Jaguar Mark IV. Without looking back he started the car and with a shower of gravel, sped off as the summer sun was slowly setting behind the Downs. He turned right at the road onto the quiet lane that would get him past St. Nicholas Church in the tiny village of Iford just a couple of miles south of Lewes.  

As he passed the church he had to swerve quickly to avoid hitting a small darkly dressed figure on a bicycle coming toward him. The cyclist dodged onto the grass verge and fell off the bike avoiding the speeding car. The driver did not stop. He continued on to Piddinghoe Road and headed toward Brighton, eight miles down the coast road.

The rider picked herself up from the road and yelled a curse at the departing car. Her destination was just past the church. She had cycled this way yesterday checking that the house was unoccupied and that the village was quiet. As she approached the house she smelled burning and could see billows of black smoke rising from behind the house. 

‘Damn. Samson wasn’t home yesterday,’ she muttered to herself.

Curious about the fire she rode down the drive to the back of the house where she saw the studio burning. Through the open door, she could see the body slumped in a chair.

‘Shit! I gotta get out of here before anyone sees me. Should have stayed at home with the kids.’

She was on her bike and headed back to Lewes as fast as her short legs could work the pedals.
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Chapter 1 – A Quiet Exchange
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Brighton Sussex

‘About time you got here with this bloody picture,’ growled Peter as he let Randy into his sixth floor suite at the Brighton seafront’s Argus Hotel.

Unperturbed, Randy sauntered in and stood the covered painting he was carrying on the sofa. He crossed to the bar and poured himself a large whisky from the suite’s well stocked bar. ‘Cheers.’

Crossing back to the sofa, he removed the blanket protecting the canvas and snarled back, ‘Quit whining. My forger friend likes to take his time and made a good job of it.’

‘Your problem, not mine,’ said Peter, showing no emotion. ‘I just want delivery on the date you promised, not a week later.’

Examining the painting closely, Peter continued, ‘This beauty looks like the 300 years old original. I do admire your friend’s talent. It could be worth a lot of money.’

The late afternoon sun was reflecting off the sea and through the sixth floor sitting room windows giving it a soft glow. The luxury suite along with the view overlooking the Brighton seafront and the West Pier was worth the price.

Peter Edwards was a notorious art crook in London. The police had been trying to catch him for years with no success. He had good connections and was always one step ahead of the law. He was in his mid thirties, tall, handsome in a strained way, always smartly dressed in Saville Row suits. He had the air of the upper crust and was known for finding and delivering pieces of art on request for his wealthy clients. He was often seen at parties with the rich and famous. They thought it was a thrill to be seen with a notorious gentleman thief. His wavy dark brown hair and sparkling grey eyes made him appealing to women. He had a creative arts degree from the Edinburgh School of Art. Unfortunately, his talents were not in creating art but stealing it.  

Not wanting to tread on any toes in Brighton, Peter used Randy Hoskins and his notorious razor gang whenever he needed something in the south coast area. Randy’s gang had a finger in extortion, theft, the black market, drugs and prostitution. The Brighton police had been on his trail since before the war. He had outwitted them and managed to survive the occasional gang war. The wars had left a nasty scar on his right cheek starting near his eye and running down to his jaw. He thought it made him look dangerous. He was shorter and older than Peter and better looking in a rough way. He had no problem attracting girls. His latest Brighton fashion, baggy brown suit, hung on him nicely but was not up to Peter’s standards. He looked like what he was, a nasty little gangster.

‘Speaking of money, this is going to cost you £1,000.’

‘We agreed on £500 and that’s all you are getting,’ snapped Peter.

‘It would be a real shame if I accidentally put my fist through it. 1,000.’

‘Okay, okay. Be careful. I can push it to 750.’

‘900 and it’s yours. I will even throw in the blanket.’

‘Alright. 900 it is,’ said Peter reaching for his wallet inside his jacket pocket. Without revealing how much money he had in it, he counted out £900 for Randy. 

Randy grabbed the money, quickly counted it and headed for the hotel suite’s door. ‘Nice doin business with ya. The other one you asked for will be ready in two weeks. See you then. Same suite?’ 

‘The Flower still life? Yeah, I have already booked for the 29th.’

With that Randy opened the door, and with a nasty grin, exited the room banging closed the door behind him.

Glad to see him leave, Peter turned and yelled at a closed interior door, ‘You can come out now, Shirley.’

The door opened revealing a large bed in a brightly wallpapered bedroom. A shapely young woman in a tight fitting green dress came out. The dress highlighted her long flowing auburn hair and her almond shaped green eyes. The bright red lipstick accented her sensuous smile in an oval face. Peter loved to have beautiful women around him.

‘I’m glad that’s over, I’m starving and I have heard Brighton has some great nightclubs.’ 

‘Slow down a bit. That chump thought he made a good deal but I would have paid twice what he was asking for this picture. I am going to make a fortune on it. Come here and take a look at this amazing painting. It was painted in 1663 by the Dutch Master, Jacob Ochtervelt. It’s called Portrait of a Child Giving an Alm.’

Peter turned the picture toward Shirley who replied, ‘Nice. But can we go and eat now?’

He did not pick his girlfriends for their brains or culture.

‘Do you fancy a trip to Holland tomorrow? I have been planning this for a while. It will be very profitable. We will have to bring an old friend with us. You’ll like her. She’s an actress. Between jobs just now.’
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Chapter 2 – Life in Lewes
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June 30, 1948 – Lewes & Brighton

‘Tomorrow is Dominion Day, love,’ said Mike to his wife who was just waking up. He could not get enough of her. Her long brown hair, her bright blue-grey eyes and brilliant smile gave Mike a thrill every time he looked at her. ‘I made you a strong Canadian coffee to help to get you in the mood for tomorrow. None of this watery English tea on Canada’s 81st birthday. Tomorrow afternoon we can go to the party at Baxter’s Field. I am helping the local Canuck expats to put on games and entertainment. You have a Canadian passport now, so you have to come.’

‘I have a British passport too and we didn’t celebrate Queen Victoria’s birthday.’

‘She’s been dead for over 45 years. Canada Day is for the young. We can find other people our age with something in common. I heard there was going to be fireworks too. Let’s have some fun.’

Looking up at his strong jaw, straight Slavic nose and hazel eyes, she could not help but fall for him again. They both believed they had found their one true love.

‘Actually, I am really looking forward to it. We can bring Max, Nora and their kids. I don’t know if the police will let Max have a day off but Nora will come. We can make a party of it. But right now I want you back in bed. We can finish what we started last night.’

‘C’mon you two,’ yelled Rachel, Valerie’s mom, from the bottom of the stairs. ‘Time to get up. Breakfast is ready and we all have work to do. You kept us awake half the night with all that banging around. Keep it down next time. It will give your father ideas.’ 

‘Perfect timing,’ whispered Mike. ‘Couldn’t she have waited fifteen minutes?’

Valerie and Mike had spent the last winter in Canada with his family. Along with the ice and snow of a Saskatchewan prairie winter, they had enjoyed the three day celebration of their Ukrainian Orthodox wedding. Finally married, they returned in the spring to England where they were caught up in solving a murder that took them across Europe and as far as the new state of Israel. 

John King, Valerie’s father, had bought them a new car as a present for their surprise English wedding. Married twice now, they finally got their honeymoon touring Cornwall and Devon. Returning in June, they settled in with Valerie’s parents in Lewes in Sussex. The large 200 year old red brick house on Keere Street had been in the family for generations and it was only natural that the next generation lived there. 

Mike quickly got busy working with his friend Henri in Brighton. He was using his detective skills, learned as a policeman in Canada before the war, to track down surviving members of families devastated by the Holocaust. Many had artwork looted by the Nazis and Mike and Henri were trying to get them back to the rightful owners. They worked closely with the American Military’s Monuments Men in Europe and several Jewish organizations in England.

Valerie was putting her art history degree to good use, working with her father in the family’s antiques and art business. King’s Artworks had been started by John’s father in the late 1800s. Many aristocrats had large estates around Lewes and used John’s services to decorate their homes and evaluate their art. His son, Paul, was studying engineering in London and had no interest in art. John eventually wanted to pass the business to his daughter. Valerie was gaining a reputation locally as a good evaluator of paintings and having a good eye for spotting fakes and reproductions. She also helped Mike find murderers. 

They had set up the unused back parlour as an office for the both of them. They had pushed together two old tables they had found in John’s shop along with a couple of mismatched antique chairs and a bookshelf for files. The old sofa had been shoved against the back wall and provided a comfortable place to sit and talk. They had a telephone installed so as to not interfere with the house phone. The large windows afforded a pastoral view over lower Lewes and the South Downs. Facing west, they had great light in the afternoons and some spectacular sunsets when it was not raining. Valerie made good use of the light to examine pictures for her father and Henri. Her ability to identify forgeries was becoming well known and used by the local police and insurance companies.

When alone, Mike could find himself sometimes staring out the window vacantly. His mind would drift back to the time he had spent at a POW camp in Germany. In those years the sun had set on the other side of a barbed wire fence and he could not roam the hills and breathe free air. Some of his friends had died trying to get over the fence. He had considered it a few times, but thoughts of Valerie stopped him.

Some mornings now, he would leave early and walk the South Downs over to the cliffs at the Seven Sisters. A couple of hours of wandering would relieve his thoughts of being a prisoner and the sights of pain and death which were never far below the surface.

‘Don’t forget, my love, we have an appointment with Henri today at his shop in Brighton. Remember he told you he had a job for us. He called yesterday and asked us to come around just before noon. It’s also a good chance to ask him to the celebrations tomorrow.’

‘Don’t worry. I hadn’t forgotten. It will be good to get back to work.’

Three hours later they were entering the Sunflower Emporium in Brighton. The narrow alleyways known as the Lanes were centuries old and now held curio shops, jewellers, antique stores, restaurants and quaint old pubs. Three years after the war, they were getting busy again with tourists, mostly day trippers from London. It was only an hour on the train and the visitors got to spend a day playing on the piers, sunning on the beaches and exploring the Lanes. A great day out.

‘Hi, Henri,’ called Valerie as she spied their friend showing a Tiffany lamp to a potential buyer. The customer did not look too thrilled and was arguing about the price. 

Henri said, ‘It’s from a Lord’s estate near Pentworth, I can’t go any lower than that.’ The short older gentleman, in a tweed suit, huffed and said he would think about it and left the shop.

‘He won’t be back. Cheap bugger,’ said Henri to Mike and Valerie with a bright smile. ‘Great to see you two. Right on time too. How was the honeymoon?’

‘Good to see you, too,’ said Valerie returning Henri’s smile. ‘Cornwall was beautiful but we had to get out of there as the vacationers were starting to arrive. We were impressed by King Arthur’s castle at Tintagel and the witches’ museum at Boscastle. So much to see in that corner of England.’ She gave Henri a hug and the double continental kiss on both cheeks. Mike just shook his hand and asked how he was.

As was his habit when he had something on his mind, Henri rubbed his short spiky beard and directed them to the back room. On the way he locked the shop door and flipped over the closed sign. ‘As I said yesterday, I have work for both of you.’

The back room contained framed pictures, ceramics, lamps, glass pieces and all sorts of curios that Henri did not have room to display yet in his store. In a corner was a mahogany desk cluttered with papers, an old oak office chair, a filing cabinet, and two leather chairs. Henri offered these to his guests and sat in the office chair behind the desk.

‘Well, let’s have it. We could use the work,’ said Mike with his usual cheeky grin.

Henri started off, ‘Well, it seems your reputation precedes you. I have been helping that along too. Because of our ability to match looted art with lost families, I have had several inquiries. We are good at tracking leads and you, Valerie, have a reputation for spotting fakes. Anyway, to make a long story a bit shorter, have you ever heard of the Dutch town called Arnhem?’

‘Wasn’t there some kind of a military operation there in 44? It was a disaster for the Allies as I remember,’ responded Mike.

‘That’s the place,’ continued Henri. ‘The civilians were evacuated by the Germans before the battle. The empty houses were looted and vandalized by the Nazis. A lot of artwork disappeared. A woman by the name of Georgina Groen, who used to live there, contacted me and asked for help. To save repeating the story, we are meeting her at The Olive Tree for lunch. Let’s go, she should be there soon.’

On the way out Henri checked to make sure the new heavy duty security lock was secure. He did not want a repeat of the break-in two months ago. The three walked down the alley to the best Italian restaurant in Brighton. Seeing them coming, Antonio, the owner greeted them at the door.

‘Henri, my friend, it is always a pleasure to see you. You have brought your friends back, I see. Come in, come in. You have a lady waiting for you. She is at the back at your favourite table. No menus today. I knew you were coming and Maria has prepared something special.’

Antonio led them to a table in a quiet corner. He poured out his own red wine and hurried off to the kitchen. A sturdy looking woman in her early fifties dressed in a grey skirt suit was already seated at the table. Her blonde hair was pulled back revealing a bright face with wide set intense blue eyes. 

She smiled and said with a faint Dutch accent, ‘Hello, Henri. I am early I know. These must be your friends Valerie and Mike. Pleased to meet you. I’m Georgina Groen, but please call me Gina. Let’s enjoy lunch and then I will tell you my story.’
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Chapter 3 – Gina’s Story
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Brighton

Henri and his guests enjoyed an excellent Italian meal prepared by Maria, Antonio’s wife, at The Olive Tree. They were too busy eating and drinking Antonio’s homemade wine to discuss anything other than the food and the weather.

Finally, the last plates were cleared away, the wine bottle emptied, and espresso served. Antonio checked to make sure everyone was happy and well fed.

‘Maria wants to know if the food was good as she was using you to test before putting it on the menu.’

All agreed that they were stuffed with some of the best food they had ever eaten even if they did not know what it was.

‘You stay as long as you like. It is quiet this afternoon and you look comfortable,’ said Antonio as he left the four sitting contentedly with their coffee.

Henri started, ‘As I told you earlier, Gina is from Arnhem in Holland. Her story begins with Operation Market Garden in September 1944. I will let Gina tell you what happened then.’

‘Thank you, Henri,’ said Gina with a sad look on her face. ‘It always brings some pain in recounting my tale. I should not complain as I was lucky enough to survive the war, but not all those I loved did. My brother was part of the Dutch resistance that destroyed the original bridge over the Rhine River at Arnhem in 1940 to slow down the Germans from crossing into Holland. Unfortunately, he was betrayed, captured and executed for his part in the operation. He did not die in vain as it took the Germans until August 1944 to rebuild it. 

‘Several months after the successful D-Day landings the Allied forces were slowly pushing back the Germans on a wide front towards Paris. In order to make a quick push into Germany, the British General Montgomery persuaded General Eisenhower to launch Operation Market Garden. The Market part was to drop 30,000 airborne soldiers behind German lines in Holland to capture and hold major bridges. The Garden part was to send the British Second Army along Highway 69 straight toward Germany while liberating Holland.

‘As with most military plans, they fall apart as soon as they start. Many things did not go as expected. Two of the major bridges and many smaller ones were captured quickly but the army did not get as far as expected. German resistance was stronger than they expected. The bridge at Arnhem was 62 miles down the road from where the Army started. Most of the paratroopers who landed eight miles away never got to the bridge. The few that did, held the south end of the bridge for four days waiting for the Army that did not come. I guess it was just a bridge too far. Someone will probably write a book about it some day.’

Valerie added, ‘And make a movie too, I bet.’

Gina continued, ‘At the time, my husband Eric and I lived in a large house with our three children in the centre of the city. My parents had left us the house and contents in their wills. They died in 1937 in an automobile accident. Their car went off the road and into a canal where they both drowned.’

Gina paused for a moment to compose herself before going on.

‘I’m so sorry for you,’ said Valerie, putting a hand on Gina’s shoulder. ‘I can’t imagine that type of grief.’

‘Thank you. I am learning to accept their loss as we have all seen so much death during the war.

‘Eric had been my father’s assistant at his paint manufacturing plant before his death. My two brothers and I each got one third of the company. They had no interest in the business. One went to South Africa and as I said, the other died fighting with the Dutch Resistance. The factory was destroyed in the war by American bombers. My husband, Eric, was in it when it was bombed.’

‘I am sorry to hear that you have seen so much death,’ said Mike quietly. 

‘Thank you, but I am not here to get sympathy for my losses. Most of us have suffered and many, more than I. To continue with the Arnhem story. The Germans were expecting a big battle with the Allies and decided to evacuate the civilians. That was actually a good move on their part as it would have saved many Dutch lives if the battle had occurred. It also made it easier for them to move in more troops. On Friday September 23, the civilian population of nearly 100,000 were told they would have to be out of the city by Monday at 8pm. We were some of the lucky ones as we had a summer house near Rozendaalse Veld, not far from the city, where we stayed. Our house in the city did not fare as well. As with most of the better homes, it was commandeered by the Nazis and anything that was of any value was stolen. 

‘Most of the things they took had little sentimental or monetary value and can be replaced but with one exception. For a wedding present, my paternal grandfather gave us a painting. It was one I had always loved from being a child. I remember wondering how the painter had managed to make a portrait of my mother when she was a child. The little girl in the painting looked so much like a young version of my mother and also of me as I am very similar in appearance to her. Knowing this my grandfather gave us the picture on our wedding day. It hung with pride in our front room. I wanted to pass it on to my daughter on her wedding day. The Germans took it and I would give anything to get it back. I am told that the three of you are very good at finding stolen artwork. Do you think you could find it? I will pay whatever you ask.’

Taking the last sip of her cold coffee and looking around the table, Gina said, ‘It was painted in 1663 by the Dutch Master, Jacob Ochtervelt. It’s called Portrait of a Child Giving an Alm. Do you think you can find it?’
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Chapter 4 – Finding the Painting
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Brighton

Henri and his guests thanked Antonio and Maria for a great meal and walked back to his shop. Henri unlocked the door and led the others to the office at the rear. Moving a few boxes, he found another chair and they all sat around Henri’s desk.

‘Gina,’ said Henri, ‘If anyone can find your painting, these two can. Mike is a wonderful detective with much experience tracking down people and paintings. Valerie, besides being beautiful, is an art expert and complements Mike’s work. I leave you in their competent hands.’

Just as he finished, the bells above the door in the shop tingled and Henri got up, saying, ‘I still have to make a living. If you need anything, please let me know.’

Gina looked at the two highly recommended detectives and asked, ‘Where do we start?’

‘Firstly,’ Valerie started, ‘would you have a photo of the painting hanging on the wall in your house?’

‘We are lucky there,’ said Gina as she opened her purse and produced a black and white picture. ‘This is a photograph of my husband and me taken nine years ago. You can see the picture on the wall behind us and to the left. That is the painting. You can have this photo as it is a copy I had made for him.’

‘That really is a stroke of luck,’ said Valerie. ‘Now I need to know the picture’s provenance. How did your family come to own it? It is a very old painting.’

‘That is a bit of a story. I have it written down for you but will explain. My great grandfather, Charles Pierard, bought it in Lille, France in 1860 at an estate sale. He was quite a big shot in the government railways back then. Anyway it passed to my grandfather, Claude when his father, Charles, died in 1883 and Claude in turn left it to my father, Jules. When I married my Dutch husband Joel Groen in 1923, my father gave it to us as a wedding present because he knew how much I loved the picture. A bit complicated, but that is how it ended up in our possession in Arnhem in 1944.’

Henri had returned during Gina’s story and took his seat again at his desk.

‘Do you have any documentation on this?’ asked Valerie.

‘I have a few scraps that I found in the house when we returned. I can give you those. I have them here.’

‘Anything helps at this point. I may be able to find some official records in France. Alright, over to you, Mike. How are we going to find this painting?’

‘I will need to do some research on which German units were in Arnhem during Operation Market Garden and trace them back to where they were stationed. We will come to see you in Arnhem to get a better look at the city and the events. I will track down any surviving official city records. With this information we can talk to my friend in the Monuments Men, the group responsible for artwork looted by the Nazis. That is probably it for now. I have your contact information. We will let you know when we are coming. It has been a pleasure meeting you, Gina. Have a safe journey home.’

Henri walked Gina to the door and returned to his friends in his office. Turning toward the men Valerie said, ‘Well guys, it looks like we have work to do.’

Back at home in their office in Lewes, Valerie opened a book she had taken from her father’s library, showing Mike some pictures of works by the Dutch Master, Jacob Ochtervelt.

‘We don’t have a picture of Portrait of a Child Giving an Alm. It has also been called A Nurse and a Child in an Elegant Foyer. It is described in the appendix of all his known pictures. Ochtervelt did a series of pictures of rich people helping the poor outside their homes. According to the book, its last location was with Charles Pierard in Valenciennes. That’s close to Lille where Gina says he bought it in an estate sale. That will help in her claim to ownership if she can show she is a decedent of Charles Pierard.’
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