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For hundreds of years people have been 

using tarot cards to try and look into the future. 
There are 78 different cards in a tarot pack; each 
card has a picture, and each picture tells a story. I 
will not tell you your fortune, but I will tell you a 
story about a small hotel in a small city and how 

good fortune can sometimes surprise you. 
 

The Nine of Cups 
 

The nine of Cups is a very lucky card. 
Nine is a lucky number and cups are 
a sign of good fortune – a lot of good 
fortune. If you look at the nine of 
Cups, you will see a very happy man 
sitting in front of a large table set 
with nine cups. The table is covered 

with a cloth, so we cannot see what 
delicious things are waiting for the 

happy man and his friends. This card means that 
happiness feeds itself. The happier you are now, the 
happier you will be in the future. The happiest 
people are those who share their good fortune with 
others. We cannot know what the future will bring, 
but this card promises happiness, though it might not 
be quite what you expected. 
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The Rembrandt Hotel is in a 

quiet street in a small city that 

sometimes seems to be a long way 

away from the rest of the modern 

world. Holland Street is a very 

ordinary street, it doesn’t have 

the lovely harbour views that many 

other streets in this small city 

enjoy. There are no shops or 

restaurants here; not even a small 

cart selling coffee in paper cups, 

it is a very quiet street that 

some people know only as a handy 

short cut. In bad weather, people 

will hurry down this quiet street 

to get to or from the busy 

business district. The tall brick 

buildings on each side of the 

narrow road give pedestrians some 

protection from the wind and rain 

as they hurry through on their way 

to somewhere more important. As 

people hurry down this narrow 

street, they hardly notice the 

architect’s office with its bright 

blue Venetian blinds, or the old 

metal gates in front of the small 

woodwork factory or even the black 

and white cat that is always 

looking out from the upstairs 

window of the printing company. 

They might see the three cheerful 

pink and red plastic geraniums in 

pots, sitting on the window ledge 

near the printing company’s front 

door, but none of these passers-by 

seem to know about the Rembrandt 

Hotel. 

 

The hotel’s front door is in 

a deep porch; the doors are two-

thirds glass, with a wooden kick 

panel in the bottom third, the 

glass is a smoky white colour. You 

can only see into the hotel lobby 

by looking through the clear, see-

through curves that draw flower 

and fountain patterns on the smoky 

white glass. If you look more 

closely, you might notice that 

some of the curves and curls spell 

out R.E.M.B on the bottom of the 

left hand window and R.A.N.T on 

the bottom of the right hand 
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window. Mrs. Klapp, the first 

owner of the Rembrandt Hotel was 

very unhappy when she noticed the 

spelling mistake on her new front 

doors. That was back in 1947, no 

one really notices the spelling 

mistake now. Even Mrs. Klapp got 

used to the spelling mistake, 

eventually. She almost came to 

like the tidier four-lettered 

version after her husband told her 

that he thought the R.A.N.T 

spelling fitted the door’s window 

much more neatly than the original 

R.A.N.D.T would have done, but 

that was all a long time ago now. 

Mr. and Mrs. Klapp have been dead 

for many years and these days it 

is their son Bernie who runs the 

Rembrandt Hotel.    

 

Bernie Klapp is not like his 

parents; they worked hard and made 

sure everything was always in 

order. Bernie only works as hard 

as he has to, no more and no less. 

Bernie’s parents were nice people, 

but they never had very many 

friends. Bernie has quite a lot of 

friends, but Bernie’s friends are 

not at all like the people that 

his parents would have known. 

Bernie is nearly fifty years old 

now, his parents have been dead 

for a long time and the Rembrandt 

Hotel has changed a lot. 

 

Every night at around nine 

o’clock, Bernie Klapp comes out 

through the smoked glass doors and 

closes the old iron gates that 

shut off the porch from the street 

during the night. Once he has 

locked the old gates together, 

Bernie goes back inside the hotel 

and switches off the porch light. 

In the dark, the Rembrandt Hotel 

seems to have become invisible. 

 

Today is Tuesday, and Tuesday 

night is cards’ night at the 

Rembrandt Hotel. Every week, after 

a few drinks in some of the 

downtown bars, Bernie’s friends 
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gather at the hotel to play cards. 

Some of the card players live in 

small rooms on the hotel’s second 

floor, which Bernie rents cheaply 

to his friends. Others live in the 

valley just outside the city 

centre and they come in together 

by foot or by taxi – depending on 

the weather.  

 

Some of the card players live 

far away from the city and they 

only turn up for the card games 

from time to time. Keith is one of 

these friends. He is a hunter; he 

hunts wild possums for their skins, 

and pigeons for their oily meat. 

Sometimes he turns up with lots of 

money, other times he has to 

borrow money from Bernie to pay 

for his beer and cards. Everyone 

is always pleased to see Keith, he 

tells funny stories about life in 

the forest and he usually has 

really good dope for everyone to 

smoke. 

 

As Bernie switches off the 

porch light at nine o’clock, he 

wonders if Keith will turn up for 

the card game tonight. No one has 

heard from Keith for a couple of 

months, maybe tonight will be the 

night. The last time Keith was in 

the city he borrowed fifty dollars 

from Bernie to pay for his beer 

and cards. Bernie wasn’t thinking 

about the fifty dollars, he was 

thinking about his friend.  

 

Bernie stood alone in the 

hotel lobby; he was trying to 

remember where he had put the 

playing cards. The lobby is a 

small, dimly lit entrance hall. 

There is a door off to the left, 

leading to the hotel dining room, 

as well as a narrow corridor going 

to the kitchen and the hotel’s 

back entrance. A wooden staircase 

on the right, leads up to the 

guest rooms. At the foot of the 

stairs there is a door through to 

the guest lounge, which is now 
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Bernie’s bedroom, and between the 

stairs and the door is the hotel’s 

reception desk. The desk is very 

old and very untidy. It is an old 

fashioned desk with thin curly 

legs and a pull down top that you 

can use as a writing table. When 

you have finished writing, you can 

close up the desk and hide all the 

drawers and shelves inside. Mrs. 

Klapp used to keep the old writing 

desk well-polished, tidy and 

always closed when not in use. 

Bernie leaves the desk open and a 

pile of old letters and newspapers 

is always spilling out. Bernie is 

not as neat and tidy as his 

parents were. The old writing desk 

was a family treasure given to Mrs. 

Klapp by her mother, in Amsterdam, 

as a wedding gift shortly before 

the young Mr. and Mrs. Klapp left 

their homeland to start a new life 

abroad. The fact that their new 

business in their new country was 

on a street called Holland Street 

was something Mrs. Klapp often 

talked about. 

 

Bernie was searching through 

his messy desk trying to find the 

cards, he was sure he had put them 

back in the desk after last week’s 

game. As he was looking for the 

cards, he heard the back door open 

and close. He looked up to see who 

had come early for the game, was 

it Keith? No, it wasn’t. It was 

Grant, the youngest of the card 

players.  

 

Grant was a nice guy; Bernie 

met him one night when he and 

Keith were out drinking at their 

favourite bar. Grant was sitting 

alone; he had just arrived in the 

city from down south. Grant had 

been living in a small southern 

town that Bernie and Keith both 

knew well. It turned out that 

Grant knew some people that Keith 

and Bernie knew, too. It wasn’t 

long before Bernie offered the 
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young man a cheap room in his 

hotel. Grant was very happy to 

stay at the Rembrandt Hotel; he 

liked the quiet street and the 

cheap rent. He enjoyed the company 

of the other people who lived at 

the hotel, he liked their weekly 

card games with beer and smokes 

and he really liked Bernie. 

 

‘Are you ready for cards tonight?’ 

Grant asked Bernie. 

‘I would be if I could find the 

bloody things.’ Bernie replied  

‘Who is the dealer tonight? Is it 

Madeleine?’  

‘Slow down young soldier: Laughed 

Bernie. Only her closest friends 

can get away with calling her by 

her nickname’ 

‘Her nickname?’ 

‘Yes, Mad Elaine, her real name is 

Elaine Vorst. Her parents came 

from Holland, just like mine did.’ 

‘No wonder Elaine has been cold 

towards me, I thought her name was 

Madeleine. I had no idea that Mad 

Elaine was a nickname. I just 

thought she had a pretty French 

name’ said Grant. 

Bernie was really laughing now. 

‘Don’t worry soldier, I’ll talk to 

Elaine. She will be friendlier 

when she realizes that you weren’t 

being rude.’ 

Bernie started to look for the 

playing cards again, and Grant 

went back to the kitchen to eat.  

 

The Tuesday night card game 

at the Rembrandt Hotel has a long 

tradition of Dealers’ Rules. 

Whoever deals the cards during the 

game can name any rule for the 

other players to follow. Tonight 

it is Elaine’s turn to deal, and 

Elaine really likes to play the 

‘wild card’ rule. When Elaine is 

the dealer, she will call out a 

card as she deals the hand, 

usually a low value card like the 

three of clubs or the five of 

diamonds. The card Elaine calls 

out is the wild card, and if this 
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card turns up in your hand you can 

use it anyway you want. Elaine 

likes this rule, and she calls out 

a different card each time she 

deals a hand. The other players 

sometimes forget which card is 

wild and Elaine often wins. 

 

Grant is eating his 

Indonesian chicken and rice in the 

kitchen. Bernie is still looking 

for the cards, in the dining room 

now, and Elaine is in her room, 

thinking. Elaine’s room is very 

private, she does not bring 

visitors into her room, nor does 

she invite the other people who 

live at the Rembrandt Hotel to 

come in. It is a very small room, 

but it is Mad Elaine’s world. It 

is where she thinks, writes, 

dreams and paints.  

 

Elaine is thinking about her 

favourite artist, Frida Kahlo, and 

in her mind she is picturing one 

of the Mexican artist’s famous 

self-portraits. Elaine looks over 

to the mirror to check her hair 

decoration, a large red silk 

flower – just like the decorations 

Frida Kahlo liked to put in her 

own hair. Elaine smiled as she 

turned her head this way and that 

to check if the decorative flower 

looked good from all sides. As she 

was admiring her hair decoration, 

Elaine noticed the clock on the 

small shelf under the mirror. It 

was almost nine-thirty, nearly 

time for the card game. Elaine 

smiled again as she remembered 

that tonight was her turn to be 

dealer, and tonight they would all 

play the wild card rule. 

 

Bernie had found the cards; 

they were in the desk after all, 

hidden behind last Tuesday’s 

newspaper. He was trying to tidy 

the desk a little as Elaine came 

down the stairs from her room: 

‘Hello Bernie’ 
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‘How are you Elaine? Feeling 

lucky?’ 

‘You know me Bernie, I’m always 

lucky when we play the wild card 

rule’ 

‘Oh no’, groaned Bernie, ‘Mad 

Elaine and her mad wild card rules. 

Did you know that Grant thought 

your name was really Madeleine? 

‘Well that’s good to know. I was 

going to put one of my mad magic 

spells on him to teach him a 

lesson for being rude to the 

oldest woman in the house. Now I 

know it was a mistake I will be 

kind to him. I won’t let him win 

at cards tonight, but I’ll try not 

to take too much money off him’ 

laughed Mad Elaine. 

‘I don’t expect you to be as kind 

to me’, joked Bernie, ‘but I am 

hoping to win some money myself 

this evening.’ 

‘And if you win some money’, asked 

Elaine, ‘what will you do with 

it’?    

‘Well, I was thinking of giving 

some money to Keith for some 

stuff’ 

‘Stuff? You’re not going to buy 

some dope off him are you?’ 

No, not dope, I want to get some 

possum fur.  

‘Whatever for?’ Elaine was 

surprised. 

‘Grant was telling me that he is 

trying to make some money with his 

girlfriend. They have bought some 

second-hand coats and they are 

trying to sew in extra pockets and 

warmer collars to make them better 

for re-sale. I thought possum fur 

collars would add a lot of value 

to the second-hand coats’. 

‘Nice idea, Bernie. Is Keith 

coming tonight?’ 

‘I don’t think so. If Keith 

doesn’t come – and if I win some 

money at cards – I don’t think 

I’ll buy the fur. I think I’ll 

spend some money fixing up mum’s 

old writing desk.’ 
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Elaine and Bernie looked at 

the desk. Bernie had taken the old 

newspapers off the desk and they 

were piled on the chair. There 

were lots of untidy letters and 

papers still on the desk, but you 

could see that it was once a 

beautiful piece of furniture. 

‘Is it antique?’ Asked Elaine 

‘I’m sure it is. My grandmother 

gave it to my mother as a wedding 

gift. I don’t know where my 

grandmother got it from, but mum 

said that she could always 

remember the desk being in their 

home as she was growing up. It’s 

very old; it must be an antique’. 

‘Enough about desks!’ said Elaine, 

let’s play cards. 

 

Grant was in the kitchen with 

Tui, his girlfriend. Jill and 

Frank had just arrived; they had 

walked down from the valley, and 

the four of them were busy in the 

kitchen preparing snacks, opening 

bottles of wine and putting cans 

of beer in the fridge. Bernie and 

Elaine were in the dining room 

putting the heavy tables and 

chairs into place. Loud voices 

from the kitchen meant more people 

had arrived. Bernie was sure the 

people he heard coming through the 

back door were Bob and Steffan, 

two more residents at the 

Rembrandt Hotel, who would have 

just come back from one of the 

bars downtown. Bernie put nine 

chairs around the table, one for 

each of the players and an extra 

one just in case anyone turned up 

late.   

 

 At ten fifteen all the card 

players were sitting around the 

table. Elaine was shuffling the 

cards and explaining the wild card 

rule. Jill and Frank were sitting 

either side of Elaine, Bernie was 

at one end of the Table and 

Steffan was at the other. Grant 

sat opposite Elaine and Tui and 

Bob were sitting either side of 
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Grant. The extra chair for any 

latecomers had been pushed away. 

Everybody put fifty-cents into the 

middle of the table, Jill poured 

some wine, Bernie opened some 

beers and Tui passed around a 

plate of snacks. Elaine asked 

Grant to choose a CD. Grant chose 

some South American salsa music, 

Elaine liked his choice and the 

first hand of the game began.  

 

Elaine dealt each player 

three cards, and told everyone 

that the three of clubs was the 

wild card. The players looked at 

their cards and decided whether or 

not to play. Jill went first, she 

decided not to play and put her 

cards back down on the table, and 

poured herself another glass of 

wine. Steffan was next; he must 

have liked his cards because he 

put a dollar onto the table, maybe 

he had been dealt the three of 

clubs. Everyone else who wanted to 

play had to pay a dollar to get 

another card. By the time everyone 

had five cards there was nearly 

fifteen dollars on the table. 

Steffan paid another dollar to see 

if anyone was confident enough to 

try and beat him. Only Bernie and 

Elaine paid more money to stay in 

the game, Elaine paid an extra two 

dollars to see Steffan’s cards. 

Steffan had two kings, the three 

of clubs and two queens, the three 

of clubs was wild in this hand, so 

Steffan had a full house, two of 

one rank and three of another. 

Steffan was very happy as he 

collected the pile of money from 

the middle of the table. The other 

players complained about Steffan’s 

good luck and Jill poured some 

more wine. Elaine dealt more cards, 

and the game continued long into 

the night. 

 

The next morning, Bernie woke 

up at ten o’clock and went into 

the kitchen to make some coffee. 

He looked at his mum’s old writing 
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desk as he crossed the hotel 

lobby; it was still messy, but not 

for much longer. Bernie had 

decided to tidy up the desk today. 

When the desk was tidy, Bernie 

planned to go to Dave’s woodwork 

factory on Holland Street to find 

out why Dave hadn’t come to the 

card game, and to ask for some 

advice on fixing up his mum’s old 

desk. But first, Bernie wanted to 

drink some coffee.  

 

Elaine was sitting at the 

kitchen table; she was wearing a 

pale blue dressing gown over her 

pajamas. The dressing gown was old 

and shabby, but very warm. Elaine 

had put the red silk flower 

decoration into her hair again 

that morning. Elaine hadn’t 

brushed her hair yet and the 

bright red silk flower looked 

quite strange on top of her shabby 

dressing gown and man-size brown 

carpet slippers, but Elaine didn’t 

care. She was drinking herbal tea 

and eating buttered toast, when 

Bernie came into the kitchen.  

‘Toast smells good’ said Bernie. 

‘Sorry Bernie, I have eaten the 

last two slices of bread’ 

Bernie wasn’t really interested in 

toast, he was interested in coffee. 

As he was busy making his coffee, 

he told Elaine about his plan for 

tidying the desk and making it 

into a beautiful piece of 

furniture again. 

‘So that is how you are going to 

spend the money you won at cards, 

is it?’ 

‘Well, I didn’t win that much. 

Steffan won most of it. Anyway, I 

certainly didn’t win enough money 

to buy any possum fur for Grant 

and Tui, so I will spend my 

winnings on the desk’ 

‘How much did you win?’ Asked 

Elaine. 

‘About forty dollars. How about 

you?’ 

‘Nothing! Even though I was the 

dealer’ complained Elaine, ‘but at 
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least I didn’t lose a lot of money, 

like Jill’ 

‘Jill drank a lot of wine last 

night, didn’t she’ said Bernie as 

he sat at the table with his cup 

of coffee. 

‘She drank like a fish’ laughed 

Elaine, ‘Frank had to call a taxi 

to take them both home. Frank 

probably had to pay for the taxi 

too, I’m sure Jill didn’t have any 

money left after the game.’ 

Elaine and Bernie finished their 

breakfast in friendly silence. 

After breakfast, Elaine 

disappeared upstairs to her room 

and Bernie went into the lobby to 

start tidying the desk. 

 

 It took Bernie a lot longer 

than he thought to tidy up the 

desk. First he had to go back into 

the kitchen to get two plastic 

supermarket bags to put all the 

rubbish in, and then he had to go 

back to the kitchen again to get a 

cloth to wipe the shelves and 

writing table. It took a long time, 

but he felt good when he had 

emptied the desk and wiped off all 

the dust and stains from the 

inside of the desk with a wet 

cloth. He went back into the 

kitchen to see if he could find 

some furniture polish in the old 

store room. He decided that he 

would try to make the outside of 

the desk as clean and tidy as he 

had made the inside. Maybe he 

would try and keep the desk lid 

closed when he wasn’t using it, 

like his mother had always done. 

 

Bernie came back from the 

kitchen with a can of furniture 

polish and a clean, dry cloth. He 

put the polish and the cloth down 

on the ground next to the piles of 

stuff that he had taken out of the 

desk, and he looked at the desk 

again. The inside was clean and 

dry, but the outside would need to 

be washed and dried too, before he 

could polish the wood. The curly 
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desk-legs were very dusty and you 

could see a lot of stains on the 

wooden desk, if you looked closely. 

Bernie went back to the kitchen to 

get another wet cloth to clean the 

outside of the desk. When he came 

back with the wet cloth he lifted 

the writing table flap and closed 

up the desk. Cleaning the desk was 

taking longer than he had thought. 

 

As soon as Bernie had closed 

up the writing desk he forgot all 

about cleaning. There was a 

drawer; a long forgotten drawer, a 

drawer that had been hidden for 

many years by the opened writing 

table. 

‘Wow, a drawer’ Bernie said to 

himself. 

Bernie held the two small wooden 

handles and pulled the drawer open, 

but it would not open. He pulled 

again, a bit harder this time, but 

it still would not open. Bernie 

looked at the drawer and he saw a 

small keyhole; the drawer was 

locked. Where was the key? Was the 

key even kept in the desk any 

longer? 

 

 Bernie was excited. He sat at 

the foot of the stairs and started 

to search through all of the stuff 

that he had taken out of the desk 

and put on the floor. There was a 

lot of stuff; Bernie started to 

look in the jars and boxes that he 

had taken out of the desk. There 

were a lot of pens, a broken watch, 

some erasers and a pencil 

sharpener. He couldn’t find any 

keys. Bernie then started to 

spread out the old papers and 

letters that he hadn’t thrown in 

the rubbish bags. Finally, he 

found a small, heavy envelope. 

Inside the envelope were several 

keys and one of them looked like 

it might open the drawer. 

 

 Bernie sat at the desk, put 

the key in the lock, turned the 

key and smiled as he heard the 



 14 

lock click open. He opened the 

drawer, and inside was a small, 

neat pile of envelopes. The 

smallest envelope contained some 

baby pictures of Bernie, the 

photographs were old and Bernie 

smiled as he recognized the 

pictures of himself as a baby. 

There was even a small cellophane 

package of blond, curly baby hair 

tied with a blue ribbon. Bernie 

moved on to the other envelopes; 

some envelopes had pictures of his 

mum and dad when they were young 

people starting a new life in 

their new country, and other 

envelopes had wedding pictures and 

family photographs from his 

grandparent’s home in Amsterdam. 

Bernie had never been to Amsterdam, 

but he remembered looking at these 

pictures of his Dutch grandma and 

grandpa when he was a young boy. 

There were also souvenir post 

cards and family photos showing 

scenes of the old city. 

‘Elaine!’ Bernie shouted. 

‘Come downstairs and look at this’ 

A few moments later, Bernie heard 

Elaine’s door open and close. As 

Elaine came down the stairs she 

complained about the mess Bernie 

had made with all the stuff he had 

taken out of the desk. 

 

 Elaine carefully stepped over 

the piles of stuff that Bernie had 

put on the floor and came over to 

the desk. 

‘Oh Bernie, is this you?’ Elaine 

asked as she picked up a baby 

photo of a small, fat boy dressed 

in summer clothes ‘you looked so 

sweet, what happened?’ she laughed. 

‘No, not the baby photos’ said 

Bernie ‘the pictures from 

Amsterdam. Your parents came from 

there too, didn’t they?’ 

Elaine wasn’t interested in the 

photographs of Amsterdam; she had 

been there many times. She loved 

the canals, the museums and the 

old churches; she also loved the 

coffee shops and night life, but 
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now she was more interested in 

looking at Bernie’s old baby 

pictures. 

‘Look at this one’ she laughed 

‘you were a little prince weren’t 

you, Bernie’. 

Elaine looked through the desk to 

find some more old pictures. As 

she ran her hand along the back of 

the drawer to see if there were 

any more envelopes, she noticed 

that the brown paper that lined 

the drawer was lifting. Elaine 

pulled up the brown paper and 

looked underneath. 

‘Oh my God, Bernie, look at this!’ 

Elaine carefully pulled out an old, 

yellowing sheet of paper. She 

asked Bernie to pull the desk’s 

writing table back down and then 

she carefully put the paper onto 

the flat writing surface. Bernie 

and Elaine stared at the sheet of 

paper that Elaine had found at the 

bottom of the drawer, underneath 

the lining. They were speechless.  

 

Bernie and Elaine looked at the 

drawing on the old sheet of paper 

for a very long time. The drawing 

was of a woman in old-fashioned 

clothes holding a baby. The mother 

and child were sitting in a cloud, 

the mother looked like she was 

about to fall asleep. 

‘It’s…beautiful’ whispered Elaine.  

‘Gloomy you mean’ Bernie laughed: 

‘That woman should wake up and pay 

more attention to her baby. I hope 

she doesn’t drop him’. 

‘Bernie! This drawing might be 

worth a lot of money, it looks 

like a Rembrandt, one of Holland’s 

most famous painters, if it is a 

Rembrandt it could be worth 

thousands and thousands of 

dollars’ 

‘Maybe that’s why mum and dad 

called this place the Rembrandt 

Hotel’ said Bernie, ‘because they 

had a secret Rembrandt drawing 

hidden in the desk. Anyway, 

thousands and thousands of dollars 
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is a lot of money for such a 

gloomy looking picture.’ 

‘You never know’ Elaine replied. 

‘Now Bernie, you find some card 

and a big envelope and I will 

telephone the national museum, 

maybe someone there can help us. 

Let’s find out if this drawing 

really is a Rembrandt.’ 

 

The national museum sits on 

the city’s waterfront; it is a 

large, modern building that looks 

out to the city’s harbour and the 

surrounding hills. Although the 

national museum is less than five 

kilometers from the Rembrandt 

Hotel, it looks like it is from 

another world. Bernie and Elaine 

were sitting in a small waiting 

room in the basement of the museum. 

Elaine was holding the envelope 

with the drawing of the woman and 

child inside. Bernie was holding 

the envelope too tightly as they 

rode to the museum in a taxi, 

Elaine took the envelope because 

she was afraid Bernie might damage 

the valuable drawing inside. 

‘Bernie and Elaine?’ The man from 

the museum’s art department came 

into the small waiting room.  

‘Hi, I’m James Murdoch, I work in 

the European art department.’  

Bernie and Elaine stood up to 

greet the man from the art 

department and the three of them 

went into James’ office. His 

office had two small windows, high 

on one wall. There was a computer 

and a modern lighting system, but 

all of the furniture and paintings 

looked like they belonged in a 

castle or a palace. Elaine 

carefully took the drawing out of 

the envelope and laid it on the 

beautiful wooden table in the 

middle of James’ large, 

comfortable office. 

 

 James Murdoch looked at the 

drawing for a long time. 

‘It’s gorgeous, isn’t it?’ Elaine 

said, hopefully. 
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‘It’s a beauty alright’ said James 

‘Madonna in the Clouds…’ 

‘I knew it!’ Elaine clapped her 

hands excitedly ‘Rembrandt’s 

famous etching of Mary and Jesus. 

This must be one of the drawings 

Rembrandt made as he was preparing 

for his etching? Isn’t this 

exciting?’ 

James had picked up the yellowing 

sheet of paper and he was looking 

very carefully at the front and 

back of the paper. 

‘Well, there is no signature. The 

Madonna in the Clouds was a 

popular theme in European art for 

hundreds of years’ 

You don’t think it is a da Vinci, 

do you?’ asked Elaine ‘This is 

getting very exciting. We found 

this drawing in an old desk from 

Holland – the Netherlands – but 

I’m sure the picture could have 

found its way from Italy, to 

Holland - and now to here. It’s 

unbelievable’ said Elaine. 

‘Well, you might be right there’ 

said James. 

‘Da Vinci?’ 

‘No, unbelievable. This paper is 

not old enough for Leonardo da 

Vinci, or even Rembrandt, to have 

used. I would say this drawing is 

definitely a copy of Rembrandt’s 

Madonna in the Clouds; it is also 

definitely northern European, late 

eighteenth century, maybe 1760 to 

1790. You have a lovely drawing 

here Bernie. If you wanted to sell 

it, I think it might be worth four 

or five hundred dollars.’ 

 

 The sky was bright and sunny 

as Bernie and Elaine came out of 

the museum’s basement, so they 

decided to walk back to the 

Rembrandt Hotel. It was turning 

into a bright afternoon, and they 

decided to walk along the 

waterfront for a little way before 

going back into the city centre. 

Elaine was feeling very 

disappointed: 
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‘I’m sorry, Bernie. I got very 

excited about the drawing; I 

thought it would be worth a lot 

more money.’ 

‘Well, the guy from the museum 

said the drawing was worth four or 

five hundred dollars’ said Bernie 

‘I’m pretty pleased with that.’ 

Bernie and Elaine walked along the 

waterfront, looking at the boats 

and the hills and the sky. It was 

turning into a sunny afternoon and 

a lot of other people were walking 

along enjoying the fresh sea air.  

 

When they reached Holland Street, 

Bernie told Elaine that he was 

going to visit Dave at the 

woodwork factory. 

‘I’ll ask Dave to come over and 

look at the desk. I think I will 

spend some of the four or five 

hundred dollars on new shelves and 

drawers for the inside of the desk. 

It might help me to keep it a bit 

tidier and more organised’ he 

laughed. 

Elaine went on to the Hotel alone, 

and Bernie disappeared into the 

old metal gates of Dave’s woodwork 

factory. 

 

While Bernie and Dave were 

talking about ways to improve the 

inside of Bernie’s old desk, 

Elaine sat alone in the kitchen of 

the Rembrandt Hotel, drinking 

herbal tea and doing the crossword 

puzzle on the back page of the 

daily newspaper. She was trying 

hard not to think about how 

excited she had been when she and 

Bernie took the drawing to the 

museum. She was also trying not to 

think about how disappointed she 

felt when James Murdoch told 

Bernie that the drawing was a nice 

copy of a Rembrandt and that it 

was worth hundreds, not thousands, 

of dollars. 

‘I’m not surprised my friends call 

me Mad Elaine’ she thought. 
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Mad Elaine had given up on 

the crossword, and she was washing 

her tea cup when she heard the 

front door bell ring. She didn’t 

recognize the sound at first; no 

one came to the front door these 

days, let alone rang the bell. 

Elaine put down the cup and wash-

cloth and went to see who was at 

the front door. When she opened 

the smoked glass doors, she was 

very surprised to see James 

Murdoch. 

‘Oh, hello, um, James’ 

‘Hello Elaine, is Bernie home?’ 

‘No, he’s not, but come in. I’ll 

make you some tea. He will be back 

soon, I’m sure.’ 

 

 Bernie told Dave about the 

card game. He also told him about 

the drawing Elaine had found in 

the bottom of the old desk’s 

forgotten drawer. Dave was 

surprised that an old drawing 

could be worth four or five 

hundred dollars, it seemed like a 

lot of money. Together they talked 

about fixing up the old desk. Dave 

drew some plans for new shelves 

and drawers for the inside of the 

desk, he also suggested taking off 

the old curly legs and replacing 

them with new legs and extra 

shelves for more storage. Bernie 

liked Dave’s ideas and he asked 

Dave to come around and measure 

the desk. 

‘I’m not sure when I’ll get the 

money for the work’ Bernie said ‘I 

will have to sell the drawing 

first’ 

‘No problem’ Dave replied ‘I will 

measure the desk now and make some 

more plans, and then when you want 

me to start I will be ready. It 

won’t take more than two or three 

days.’ 

Dave picked up his pencil, note 

book and tape measure and the two 

friends walked around to the 

Rembrandt Hotel’s back door. 
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Bernie was just as surprised 

as Elaine had been when he saw 

James Murdoch standing in the 

hotel’s lobby. James wasn’t 

interested in the tea Elaine had 

offered him, James was interested 

in the old desk. 

‘James has come to look at your 

old desk’ said Elaine. 

‘Hello James’ said Bernie ‘this is 

my friend Dave, from the woodwork 

factory, he has come to look at 

the desk too. We are going to 

modernize it. Do you have any 

suggestions?’ 

James and Elaine both started 

speaking at the same time. Bernie 

was surprised and he asked James 

and Elaine to slow down. 

‘What’s going on?’ He asked James. 

Well, Bernie. After you and Elaine 

left my office this afternoon, I 

remembered Elaine said that you 

found the drawing in an old desk 

from Holland. I am very interested 

in Dutch and English furniture, so 

I thought. I would come and look 

at it. Your hotel was very 

difficult for me to find, by the 

way.’ 

‘Bernie, the old desk is a 

valuable antique’ said Elaine 

‘James says it is a good example 

of the early William and Mary 

Period.’ 

‘Maybe even older’ said James. 

Bernie and Elaine were laughing 

now, and James was glad to see 

Dave put way his tape measure. 

‘Even though the desk is not in 

very good condition’ said James 

‘it is still worth at least six or 

seven thousand dollars.’ 

‘Things can’t get much better than 

this’ laughed Bernie. 

‘Yes they can’ said Elaine ‘look 

at this.’ 

Elaine put her hand under one of 

the shelves inside the desk. She 

pushed the shelf up and suddenly a 

small drawer opened. Inside the 

secret drawer was a small golden 

medal, like a coin, on a blue 

ribbon.  
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Bernie picked up the medal and 

laughed, it was a Madonna in the 

Clouds, just like the drawing. 

‘The Madonna in the Clouds medal 

may be worth a few hundred dollars 

too’ said James. 

‘The medal is not for sale’ 

laughed Bernie ‘and neither is the 

drawing.’ 

 

 Several weeks later on a 

Tuesday night, Bernie and Elaine 

were in the hotel dining room 

moving the heavy tables and chairs. 

This time they were preparing for 

a dinner party, not a card game. 

The dinner was to celebrate the 

eight thousand, four hundred and 

sixty dollars that Bernie had 

received from the sale of his 

mum’s old desk. Frank and Jill 

were in the kitchen helping Grant 

and Tui with the cooking, and Dave 

and Keith were in the lobby 

admiring the new desk that Dave 

had made. Bob and Steffan had gone 

out to buy the beer and wine. 

 

 At seven o’clock everything 

was nearly ready, the chairs and 

tables were set for eleven people 

and the food was hot and ready in 

the kitchen. Jill was opening 

another bottle of wine and Keith 

was telling everyone a funny story 

about a wild pig in the forest.  

‘That will be James’ said Elaine 

when the front door bell rang. 

Bernie got up to open the door and 

welcome James and his wife into 

the hotel. Bernie came into the 

dining room with Mr. and Mrs. 

Murdoch and politely introduced 

them to all his friends at the 

table. James sat next to Elaine 

and his wife, Emily, sat next to 

Bernie. Grant and Tui went into 

the kitchen and started to bring 

out the big pots of food. Frank 

and Jill poured some wine and 

Steffan went to get some more beer 

out of the fridge. Bernie looked 

around the table and he was very 

happy that his mum’s old desk had 
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brought so much happiness to his 

friends. 

 

 After dinner, Elaine 

suggested a game of cards. 

Everyone thought it was a good 

idea, but Bernie wanted to say 

something: 

‘Let’s play cards later. I want to 

tell you my plans. As you know, I 

have a lot of money now that I 

have sold mum’s old desk. I have 

spent some of the money on the new 

desk that Dave made. I also asked 

Dave to make a wooden frame so I 

can hang the Madonna in the Clouds 

drawing in the lobby to remind me 

of my parents and their old desk 

from Holland.’ Bernie put his hand 

in his pocket and pulled out the 

Madonna in the Clouds medal. The 

medal now had a new red ribbon. 

‘I would like to give this to you, 

Elaine’ Bernie said ‘without you, 

I would never have found the 

drawing, and without finding the 

drawing we wouldn’t have known how 

valuable the old desk was, thank 

you Elaine.’ 

Elaine took the medal and hung it 

around her neck. 

‘Thank you Bernie’ she said. 

‘There is still a lot of money 

left over’ Bernie continued ‘I am 

going to ask Dave to turn one of 

the empty bedrooms into a studio 

for Grant and Tui to use for their 

new second-hand clothes business. 

For everyone else there is a lot 

of wine and beer, drink up every 

body!’  

 

Everybody stood up and lifted 

their glasses. Bernie was smiling 

from ear to ear; life at the 

Rembrandt Hotel was good. The old 

desk had gone, but there was a new 

desk in its place. Old friends 

remained and new friends were 

welcomed. Life would always be 

good at the Rembrandt Hotel.  
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