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Chapter One


I’m in a sleek snub-nosed Bentley, leaning against the black leather seats and looking out of the tinted window at the snowy streets of St Petersburg. In front of me are the driver and the meaty bodyguard who sits beside him, their salt-and-pepper stubble blurring the toughness of their skulls. The doors of the car are tightly shut, the stub of lock sunk down into the black leather below the window. For a moment, I imagine trying to claw it up with my fingernails but I know that would be impossible. There is no way I can escape.


But even if I could, where would I go? I don’t know this city, I don’t speak the language and I have no money; even my passport has been locked away in the hotel safe. And I’ve been warned that this place is dangerous. I’ve been told that I’m vulnerable and that’s why I will not be permitted to be alone at any point when I’m out of the hotel. I have my mobile phone but I’m not sure who I would ring. My parents are far away, at home in England. I wish with all my heart that I was there right now, walking into our cosy kitchen where my father is reading the paper over his afternoon cup of tea while my mother bustles around, trying to do six things at once and urging Dad to move his feet out of her way. On the stove something delicious is cooking and the radio is playing a classical concert.


I can conjure it up so clearly, I am almost able to smell the stew, to hear the music. I want to rush to my parents and hug them, tell them not to worry.


But they’re not worrying. They know where I am. They think I’m perfectly safe. And I am. I’m being very well looked after.


Too well? I try to repress the shiver that threatens to convulse me.


A pair of blue eyes is fixed on me. I know this even though I’m not looking at the man beside me. I can feel his laser-beam gaze burning on my skin, and I’m hyper-aware of the body only a seat’s width away from me. I don’t want him to know that I’m scared.


Your vivid imagination! I scold myself. It’s going to be your downfall. You’re perfectly all right. We’re not going to be here for long. We’re leaving the day after tomorrow.


This ought to be a dream come true for me. I’m here because Mark, my boss, is too ill to come himself but despite the sad circumstances, it’s an amazing opportunity. I’ve always longed to visit the Hermitage, to see some of its massive collection of art treasures, and now I’m being taken there, not just into the gallery but into the very heart of it, to meet one of its experts. He is going to give us the verdict on the lost Fra Angelico painting that Mark’s employer Andrei Dubrovski bought recently, now that it’s been properly analysed. This is the trip of a lifetime and I should be elated, excited.


Not afraid.


I try to stifle the words before they’ve sounded in my head. I’m not afraid. Why should I be? And yet . . .


We arrived last night, touching down at the airport in Andrei Dubrovski’s private jet. As usual, the formalities were done quickly and confidentially. I wondered what it would be like when I had to go back to queuing at passport control, lining up for my security check and getting myself to some far-off gate to catch a flight. All this VIP treatment would spoil me for ever if I wasn’t careful. We went straight from the plane to a stretch black limo – a little flashier than I would have expected from a man of Dubrovski’s taste but maybe things were different when he was in Russia – and glided out onto the highway for the short trip into St Petersburg.


‘What do you think of Russia so far?’ Andrei asked as the car purred smoothly past the other traffic on the highway.


I gazed out into the night but there was not much to see beyond the car window. Ahead the darkness was tinged with orange, the illumination of the big city leaking into the vast night sky above us. ‘It’s hard to tell,’ I replied. ‘I’ll let you know in the morning.’


Andrei laughed. ‘I know what you’ll say. It’s bloody cold. Believe me, London will feel like a tropical paradise in comparison.’


I laughed too, and hoped it sounded convincing. Ever since our flight, my emotions had been in turmoil. Andrei, for whom I’d been working for a few weeks, revealed that he knew about my relationship with Dominic, and that Dominic and I had parted. Even so, he didn’t bother to spare my feelings by telling me that as far as he was concerned Dominic was now his enemy. And then he said those three words, the ones that had turned my world upside down.


No more games.


Those were the words spoken in my ear by the man who made passionate love to me in the darkness during a party in the catacombs. I had thought it was Dominic but now I feared that it had been Andrei after all. The problem was, my perceptions were completely undermined by the fact that I had almost certainly been drugged, most likely by Anna, Andrei’s now ex-lover and employee, whose passionate feelings for Dominic caused us all sorts of trouble.


Just thinking about that night at the strange underground party made my stomach swoop and churn.


If I made love to Andrei then I was unfaithful to Dominic, consciously or not. And if Andrei is the kind of man to take advantage of a woman who is clearly not herself, what else is he capable of?


I glanced over quickly at Andrei, who had taken his eyes off me for a moment to lean forward and mutter something in Russian to his bodyguard. His physique was simultaneously attractive and a little menacing, his shoulders broad inside his dark overcoat, his hands large and strong. The perfectly tailored charcoal wool suit he was wearing did little to disguise the hard, muscled body within. His face was craggy, with piercing blue eyes and an unsmiling mouth with its stubborn, jutting lower lip. Despite my love for Dominic, I had at times felt the shiver of attraction that his physical magnetism exerted over me. I hated myself for it, but I couldn’t help it. Perhaps that was why I was in such agonies over the possibility that he and I had made wild passionate love against the cold stone wall of the cave: part of me knew I wanted it, despite what I told myself.


It wasn’t as though he’d acted against my wishes. He had asked me if I wanted to and I had practically begged to be fucked as hard as possible. It had certainly been consensual.


Except for the small matter of his identity. Did he know that I thought he was Dominic?


It was impossible to know without asking him and I hadn’t yet gathered up my courage for that particular line of questioning.


‘What is it, Beth?’ Andrei’s rasping, almost harsh voice breaks into my thoughts. Startled, I jump. I haven’t realised that I’m still staring at him as my brain whirls round the recent events, trying to piece it all together.


‘N-nothing,’ I say. I regain my composure as quickly as possible. ‘Are we nearly there?’


I realise that we’ve slowed down and have been edging forward at a snail’s pace for a few minutes now.


‘St Petersburg traffic,’ Andrei says shortly. ‘It’s renowned for being awful, especially when there’s snow on the roads, which you can imagine is fairly often. But I think we’re almost there now.’


It’s only mid-morning but already it feels like evening, with the low grey clouds heavy with more snow pressing down upon us. I stare out of the window again, and realise that we are coming up to a vast broad river and on the opposite side is the most incredible façade of buildings: a collection of baroque palaces, their hundreds of windows glittering darkly, pressed close, distinct and yet a group. They are dominated by a palace so large and ornate, it looks as though it comes from a film or a storybook.


‘The Hermitage museum,’ Andrei announces proudly. ‘Surely the most beautiful museum in the world. Such grandeur, such beauty.’ He indicates the largest, most baroque of the palaces, with its vast stretch of white columns and dark green walls between porticoed windows. ‘That’s the Winter Palace, home to the Russian Emperors. From there, they ruled over 125 million souls and one sixth of the earth’s surface. Impressive, isn’t it?’


He’s right; it’s a magnificent sight. For a moment I imagine I’m Catherine the Great being conveyed in a magnificent carriage towards my spectacular home, full of the extraordinary works of art I’ve collected. Then I remember what it must have been like to be an ordinary Russian, excluded from the luxurious, gilded life within, only good for toiling on its construction, or being taxed to pay for the glorious art on its walls without ever having the privilege to see it.


But times have changed. These are now public buildings that can be accessed by all. Everyone can enjoy their beauty and the treasures that lie inside.


‘What do you think?’ Andrei presses.


‘Amazing.’ I can’t say more, I’m overwhelmed. We cross the river and approach the Winter Palace by the Embankment, then stop at a large wrought-iron gate that’s shut fast. A moment later, a man rushes out to open it and wave us through and then we’re inside a courtyard with a garden in the centre that’s blanketed in snow, its bare trees with their white-laden branches black against its walls. The gate is closed behind us.


‘Nicholas II’s daughters used to play here,’ Andrei remarks as the car swoops to a stop in front of an ornate front door. ‘Imagine, four little grand duchesses running around, laughing, throwing snowballs at the soldiers protecting them. Not knowing what a miserable death awaits them.’


The driver has already got out and has opened the door on Andrei’s side. I shiver as icy air rushes into the warm interior, and push the thought of the fate of those children from my mind.


I put on my hat and gloves as the driver comes around to open my door. He helps me step out onto the icy path and guides me around to where Andrei awaits me.


‘A private entrance,’ he says, a slight smile twisting his lips. He smiles so rarely, but even this small effort manages to lighten those craggy features and soften his icy stare. ‘These things can be arranged.’


Not quite so open to everybody after all. Money still buys its way in where others are forbidden.


The door opens and a man comes out. He’s in late middle age, wearing a big black overcoat and a fur hat and boots. He’s smiling, his small eyes crinkling behind thick black-framed glasses. He rushes forward towards Andrei, greeting him effusively in Russian. They talk for a moment as I try to hide the fact that I’m shivering already despite my warm coat. I look enviously at the lucky driver who is back inside the warmth of the car.


Andrei suddenly switches to English as he gestures to me. ‘And this is Beth, my art adviser. She was there when I acquired the piece.’ He doesn’t bother to tell me who this man is, but I can guess he is someone important in the museum.


‘Madam Beth.’ The man speaks in accented English as he bows a welcome to me. ‘Please, let’s go inside. I can see you are cold.’ We follow him through the door and into the palace. At once I want to gasp out loud. No one else turns a hair at the magnificence within, they are obviously used to it, but I’m stunned by the opulence on show. Marble floors, gilt lamps with crystal shades, ornate mirrors, stunning paintings in vast gilded frames – everywhere there is colour and amazing, glittering, over-the-top decoration.


The two men ahead of me are talking again in Russian, and I follow behind trying to drink everything in. Here I am, in the Winter Palace in St Petersburg. There’s no one else around, so we must be in a private area shut off from the public. How lucky I am . . . and yet I can’t help feeling full of trepidation. I’m in a strange place, a vast palace, with no idea where I actually am.


Andrei’s companion turns to me with a smile. ‘Is this your first time here, Madam Beth?’


I nod. I wish he would drop the madam but I don’t know how to ask it politely.


‘It’s a big place, isn’t it? There are fifteen hundred rooms in this palace, and a hundred and seventeen staircases. Please, do not get lost, it will be no easy task to find you!’ He laughs and turns back to Andrei.


Somehow I don’t find the prospect of being abandoned here quite as funny as he seems to.


We walk on. The men in front of me are keeping up a swift pace, which means I can hardly take in the stunning sights and the many beautiful paintings on the walls before we have passed them. We climb a large dark-oak staircase to the first floor and then walk down several more corridors before we finally reach our destination, a large polished wooden door set with an ornate brass handle and escutcheon.


Our guide opens it with a flourish. ‘Please come in!’


He leads us into a grand room, the plain office furniture in odd contrast to the gilded ceiling, huge chandelier and the vast windows. The walls are covered in red silk, enormous gilt-framed paintings glowing against them. In one corner I notice a large easel on which is mounted a canvas that’s covered with a plain cloth.


Our friend begins to speak in Russian but Andrei holds up one gloved hand and shakes his head. ‘No, Nicolai. English, please, for my adviser here.’


‘Certainly, certainly!’ Nicolai smiles over at me, obviously keen to please. ‘English it shall be.’ He gestures to us to sit on the plain black chairs in front of his grey Formica desk. ‘Please, make yourselves comfortable.’


‘We’re not here to socialise,’ Andrei says almost roughly. ‘You know what I want. What’s the answer?’


Nicolai slowly removes his fur hat, revealing a shiny bald spot on top of his head, and places it on the desk. He begins to unbutton his coat, frowning a little. As he shuffles it off, he says, ‘I can’t pretend, Andrei: this is one of the most complex cases we’ve ever been presented with. My experts here have been exceptionally thorough in their analysis.’


Andrei goes very still. ‘And?’


I glance at his face. His lips are set hard, the lower one sticking out in that obstinate way, and his eyes are burning with intensity. I know he badly wants to hear the right answer. This painting has put us all through a lot. I’m anxious myself: my heart is pounding and I feel breathless. I realise that my hands are tightly clenched inside my coat pockets.


Nicolai clearly has a taste for the dramatic. He slowly hangs his coat over the back of his chair and then makes his way across the room to the easel. He takes the corner of the cloth covering the canvas on the easel in one hand, pauses for a moment and then pulls so that the fabric slides slowly away. And there it is, in all its glory: the shimmering, beautiful painting that I last saw in a Croatian monastery. The Madonna still sits serenely in her gorgeous garden, her baby on her knee, the saints and monks around her. It truly is exquisite and the moment I see it, my faith is reborn. This is the real thing. Surely. Can anything that isn’t a masterpiece be so lovely?


I’m surprised by a sudden stab of unexpected sadness. Something mournful fills me as I remember what else happened in that monastery: the glorious reunion I had there with Dominic. It felt as though our relationship had been rekindled and made stronger than ever. Now, we are apart again and this time I’m afraid that we’ll never be able to bridge the gap between us.


I see him in my mind, just as he was when we were last together, so clear and so vivid I can’t help pulling in a sharp breath. But his beautiful face is set hard with anger and fear, his eyes are glowering. I hear his words again:


‘I want you to swear on your life that nothing has ever happened between you and Dubrovski. Come on, Beth. Swear.’


But I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t be sure. And that sent us spiralling apart, the precious trust between us broken. For ever?


No. I won’t let that happen. I’ll make sure it doesn’t.


Andrei’s voice, harsh and jagged, brings me back to the present. I’m filled with desperate longing to be with Dominic, not here in this strange country with the man who was the cause of the trouble. This is sheer madness.


‘Come on, Nicolai! What’s the answer?’


Nicolai puts on a pair of glasses and examines the painting closely, making little clicking noises with his tongue. At last he says, ‘The brushwork is magnificent, the paints absolutely masterful in their tints. They match exactly what we would expect from Fra Angelico’s genius. Everything: the composition, the linear perspective, the style . . . it’s almost perfect.’


‘Almost?’ raps out Andrei.


Nicolai nods mournfully. ‘Perfect, but for one thing. Analysis of the pigments and the canvas itself tells us that this work is no more than two hundred years old. It’s a very clever, very delightful, very exciting pastiche. It is a wonderful work by a great talent, but it is not by Fra Angelico.’ He looks straight at Andrei who is standing like a statue, his face pale. ‘I’m sorry, Andrei, but there’s no doubt about it. Your painting is a fake.’










Chapter Two


I’m virtually running through the Winter Palace in pursuit of Andrei, who is striding ahead of me. I hope he can remember the way out because I have no idea where we are. We’ve gone along metres of corridors and down at least one flight of stairs already.


Fifteen hundred rooms. If he can’t remember the way, we could be racing around for a very long time looking for the exit.


But Andrei evidently knows the route and he keeps up his killing pace until we reach the door where we came in. He goes to open it.


‘Andrei, please!’ I gasp. ‘Wait!’


He stops and turns around. His expression is awful: I’ve never seen rage so deeply etched on a face and his eyes are like burning flint.


‘I . . . I . . . I’m sorry!’ I manage to say as I try to catch my breath. ‘I know what the painting meant to you!’


A nasty snarl curls his lips. ‘You and your friend have cost me two million dollars,’ he says, his voice harsher than ever. I never usually notice his accent – he sounds more American than anything to me – but now the Russian aspect is pronounced, as though he wants to emphasise the difference between us. ‘You want to think about that, huh?’


I almost recoil in shock. ‘What do you mean?’


‘You’re my art adviser, aren’t you? You and Mark, together? You came with me to Croatia to advise me on the purchase of the Fra Angelico and it was on your say-so that I bought the goddamned thing! So much for your expertise.’


I gasp at this. It’s blatantly unfair. I can see Mark’s unhappy face in my mind right now. He didn’t want to be pressed into advising Andrei to buy the painting but Andrei insisted. Mark’s advice was to wait until the painting was properly authenticated; Andrei hadn’t listened. I can hear Mark telling me that his reputation would be on the line if the painting turned out to be a fake. Oh God, Mark – what will this do to you?


Fury blazes up in me. Andrei can’t play it this way. He can’t pretend that he didn’t steamroller us and buy the painting against Mark’s advice.


‘You know that’s not true!’ I cry. The anger boiling up in me makes my voice strong and indignant. ‘I won’t let you blame Mark for this! He warned you, he told you to be cautious but you wouldn’t listen. He never wanted you to buy that painting but you went ahead anyway. He’s been so loyal to you, how dare you turn on him like this?’


Andrei says nothing but he’s paler than ever, his brows knitting as he stares at me.


I’m more fired up now, despite a voice at the back of my mind warning me to tread carefully. ‘It’s your own fault, you know it is. You wanted to believe that the painting was real, so you did exactly what you wanted. Is this how you operate? Throwing people to the lions when things go wrong rather than take the blame yourself? I thought better of you than that. But I’m beginning to realise I was wrong about you on more than one level.’


I can’t quite believe what I’ve just said. A thread of fear curls around my stomach and tightens. Oh no, I’ve gone too far.


His teeth are clenched, I can tell by the tightness of his jaw and the way a muscle is pulsing in his cheek. He looks like he wants to kill me. Then, after an agonising pause, he says curtly, ‘Get in the car. Now.’ He strides out without looking to see if I’m obeying.


As I follow him through the door, I curse my rashness. I’m completely at this man’s mercy. Now is not the time to antagonise him – but I couldn’t stop myself. If he’s going to blame Mark and me for this situation, then our working relationship is at an end anyway. But what if I’m about to see a whole different side of Andrei Dubrovski? I’ve seen him polished and civilised, considerate, even seductive – but I’ve always known that under that sophisticated exterior is a boy from the Moscow back streets, brought up in an orphanage, who made his fortune through toughness and determination, succeeding no matter what it took.


How far would he go if he wanted some kind of revenge?


The driver is out of the car, holding the door open for me. I climb in and wonder what the hell is going to happen now. Andrei is next to me. He’s silent but I can sense the fury roiling inside him. My instinct tells me to keep quiet, so I don’t even ask where we’re going now. I want desperately to be back in my room at the hotel. I need to get away from him so I can think this all through. The car sets off, out through the gate and back over the river. We’re on the Nevsky Prospect, the famous main road of St Petersburg, crawling along through the heavy traffic, rolling by crowds of well-wrapped-up people walking through snowy streets in front of bright shop windows. We pass ornate department stores, brightly lit malls, huge churches and beautiful monuments. I ought to be thrilled to be here, I ought to be drinking in these sights, but instead I’m nervous and unhappy, wondering what is going to happen next.


 


Andrei doesn’t speak all the way back to the hotel. Then, as we walk into the glitzy marble lobby with its giant crystal lights, he says, ‘I’m going to my room. Order whatever you want for lunch. Be ready to leave here again at two o’clock.’


‘Are we going home?’ I venture.


He looks down at me with a swift chilly gaze. Then something he sees in my face makes him pause and soften slightly. ‘Not yet. Tonight. There’s something I need to do first.’ He looks as though he wants to say something else, but he decides against it and only adds: ‘Two o’clock. Exactly.’


I go back to my room, grateful to be able to recover a little from the drama of this morning. When the door is safely closed behind me, I lean against it and sigh with relief. Then I kick off my boots, throw myself down on my bed and stare up at the ceiling.


‘So the painting is a fake,’ I say out loud. ‘I can’t believe it. After all that.’


I wonder what Andrei intends to do about it. I wouldn’t want to be the abbot of the monastery when he has to take that particular telephone call. But I have my own call to make. I ought to tell Mark what the results of the Hermitage investigation are; he needs to know. I remember the last time I saw him, just before I left for Russia with Andrei. I’d gone round to the Belgravia house to see how he was and get some final instructions, only to find a big bustling blonde woman had taken charge of everything.


‘My sister Caroline,’ Mark explained in a voice that was weaker than ever. ‘She’s going to stay and take care of things in the house.’


‘And you?’ I asked, watching as Caroline stomped off to give some instructions to the handyman working outside, her loud patrician tones already ringing out. Her bulky noisiness was in such contrast to Mark’s slim, quiet elegance that it was hard to believe they had the same parents. ‘Is she going to take care of you?’


I was still absorbing the news that Mark was sick, and wondering how serious it was, as he refused even to say what exactly was wrong with him.


‘Of course. Very good care. She’s excellent at all of that.’ Mark smiled, and the sight made me want to cry. It was supposed to look cheerful but his thin lips stretched over his bony face gave him a rictus grin. I realised suddenly that his teeth and eyes looked enormous in his head, huge but yellow-tinged and unhealthy.


He’s really ill, I thought, with something like astonishment. Of course I knew he was ill, but people get sick and then get better. Unless they get sick and then sicker, and then sicker still and then . . .


‘Actually, Beth,’ Mark said, making as though to lean towards me confidentially but then not finding quite enough strength, ‘did I tell you my operation is tomorrow?’


I shook my head, hoping that he couldn’t see the blur of tears in my eyes.


‘Oh yes, I’m top priority. Into theatre first thing, and eight hours on the operating table. It’ll whizz by because I’ll be the closest thing to dead there is without actually being dead. At least, I hope I don’t end up dead, that really isn’t the idea.’ Mark chuckled at his own little joke. ‘So think of me recovering in my hospital bed while you’re waltzing around St Petersburg – but Caroline will make sure I’m taken care of, don’t worry.’


I’m staring up at the light above the bed, and I realise I’ve been counting the little halogen bulbs over and over while I think about Mark. The operation must have been yesterday. It was on his neck, so I’ve no idea if he’ll be able to talk, even assuming it was a success. Oh God, I hope it was a success. I’ve grown to love Mark, as a friend and mentor and an inspiration for how to live life beautifully. He’s been so much more than an employer to me.


I pick up my mobile and my thumb hovers over it for a moment, then I put it back down on the bed beside me. I won’t phone him with this particular news, not yet. There’s no nice way to tell him that Andrei intends to throw him under a bus – and I might yet be able to salvage the situation. After all, there is the mysterious trip at 2 p.m.; perhaps I could try exerting some influence over Andrei then.


Yes, that’s definitely the way. I’ll try and appeal to Andrei’s decency. I’m sure he has some. And I’ll wait to see how Mark is doing before I tell him anything else.


With that decided, I sit up and think about ordering lunch, so I can be ready to go at precisely two o’clock.


 


I’m ten minutes early in the lobby, just in case. At five minutes to two, Andrei comes striding out of a lift, wearing his dark-blue silk and cashmere overcoat. Everyone notices him at once and watches him, some subtly, others openly staring. His energy radiates out and draws every eye. Besides that, he’s physically interesting to look at: he’s tall, broad-shouldered and his face is almost handsome. It’s craggy and tough, its heavy features and obstinate mouth given something extraordinary by those blazing blue eyes.


It’s strange to remember that I’ve seen those eyes soften to a hazy sky-blue, and that unsmiling mouth curve into a smile meant just for me. And I’ve heard that hard voice become mellow and murmur strange promises and predictions that touched something in me even while I was pulling away.


‘Good. You’re here,’ he snaps.


Nice to see you too!


Actually, I prefer this Andrei. I can deal with a bad-tempered, selfish, spoilt Andrei. I find it harder to know what to do with a softer, sweeter, more human, more vulnerable Andrei.


Stop it. Don’t go there. Don’t even think about it.


Just then I notice that Andrei is not alone. There’s a woman behind him, dressed in a long black coat and the round dark fur hat I’ve seen on so many people here. Wisps of fair hair are escaping from beneath the soft fur, and her face is pale and fine below. She is expressionless, and keeps one hand resting on a large leather bag that she wears with the strap across her body. I notice that she’s quite a bit taller than I am.


We’ve got company? My heart sinks. This will put an obstacle in the path of talking to Andrei about Mark.


Andrei gestures to his companion. ‘Beth, this is Maria. She’s my assistant today. Come with me, we’re leaving immediately.’


I fall in obediently behind Maria, and we follow Andrei out, looking like a rather comical trio of large, medium and small. The car is just outside and a moment later we’re back in its delightful warmth. I shiver after my brief experience of the freezing air outside. I don’t think I’ve ever been anywhere as cold as St Petersburg. Thank goodness Andrei didn’t feel like a trip to Siberia.


Andrei and Maria talk as we set off, and they talk for the rest of the hour-and-a-half journey, but as every word is in Russian, I understand nothing. I concentrate hard for a while, attempting to decipher what I’m hearing, but it’s pointless. Maria has taken a notebook out of her capacious bag and is scrawling across the pages in what looks like impenetrable scribble.


As we leave the most prosperous part of St Petersburg, the lights become less golden and gaudy. It’s almost dark already, and I feel suddenly very tired. Leaning my head back against the leather headrest, I can’t fight the sudden weight in my eyelids, and the inner pull towards unconsciousness. I try to stay awake, but I simply can’t.


When I come to, we’ve pulled to a halt in a small car park in front of a large, grey, institutional-looking building.


‘Come on, sleepy,’ Andrei says, his voice rough but not unkind. ‘We’re here. You’ll be woken up by what’s inside, don’t worry about that.’


I shake my head to dislodge the sleepiness, a little bewildered. A moment ago I was lost in a vivid dream in which I was at home, arguing with my mother about something. What was it? Oh yes, she was telling me to come home. ‘You’ve been away long enough,’ she was saying sternly. ‘I don’t like it, Beth!’ and I was exasperated, trying to explain that I couldn’t just come home, I had to wait for Andrei’s private plane and . . .


‘Come on, Beth!’ snaps Andrei.


The driver is holding the door open. I climb out, burrowing down into my coat as hard as I can. The cold is cruel, biting through my coat and clothes as though they’re not even there. I need to get out of this bitterness soon; my feet are already numb from the icy ground and my skin is prickling all over in protest at the sensation of freezing air sucking out all its warmth.


Andrei leads the way along a path around to the front of the building, and Maria and I follow, concentrating on not skidding on the path, which is still icy despite being well gritted. At the front door, the building looks even bleaker, its four grey storeys stretching up, with shutters closed and not much sign of life anywhere.


‘Where are we?’ I ask, not able to keep my mouth shut any longer.


‘You’ll see,’ Andrei replies shortly. He presses a button mounted at the side of the doorway. I think I can hear noise from behind the thick door, a kind of high-pitched wailing. Then, a moment later, the door is pulled open and a middle-aged, grey-haired woman is standing there, dumpy in a plain skirt and jumper, starkly outlined against the flood of light coming from inside. She sees Andrei and gives a big gasp, her eyes widening and her mouth broadening into a smile. The next moment, she has begun to chatter excitedly in Russian and, to my astonishment, she has flung her arms around Andrei, despite his bulky coat, and is hugging him tightly.


From within the building comes more high-pitched chattering and noise: the babble of voices and the sound of small shoes, scraping chairs, clattering feet on stairs. We must be visiting a school or . . .


We’re going inside. The woman has released Andrei and is now pulling him by the hand while she calls out loudly to the people inside the building. Maria is beside me, a big smile illuminating her pale, rather sharp face. Now I’m beginning to guess and, as soon as we step into the large, brightly lit hall, blessedly warm compared to the chill outside, I know for sure.


Around sixty children aged from about three to around ten have grouped themselves in the hallway at the foot of a staircase. They are muttering, whispering and fidgeting but as we stand in front of them, they fall silent, and sixty pairs of eyes turn to another figure, a woman standing in front of them, who lifts her hands, counts them in and begins to conduct as the childish voices suddenly soar into song.


I don’t recognise the tune or understand any words, but the song is absolutely beautiful. I think it must be something to do with Christmas, but perhaps that’s because I can see that there are strings of home-made chains made from shiny paper strung from the walls and twisted up the stair rail. Of course, Christmas is coming . . . it’s December already.


The children have a shabby look about them, with their well-worn trousers, skirts and jumpers, but they are clean and bright-faced. I watch the very littlest, the ones with angel faces, who don’t yet know their words but are singing along as best they can. Then I see the older ones, earnest, missing teeth, concentrating hard as they watch the teacher, or being distracted by a friend’s nudging elbow or an enticing bit of fallen paper chain. There are all sorts of children: pigtailed girls, girls with flowing hair pinned with sparkly clips, girls with thick glasses, girls in trousers and girls in dresses. There are boys with buzz cuts, boys with ponytails and others with mullet affairs. There are angelic-looking boys, and boys with bruises and grazes, plump-cheeked lads and gaunt, skinny things who look like they could eat all day and still be hungry. All are singing.


I look over at Andrei and I’m amazed. He’s smiling in a way I’ve never seen before: broad, open and full of pride and pleasure. He’s clutching his hands in front of him and rising up slightly on his toes in time to the music. He looks as pleased as any father at his child’s carol concert.


So this is Andrei’s orphanage. He told me on the plane that he sponsors an orphanage, and that his wish is to make the place as full of colour and fun as he can, so that it’s not like the grim place where he grew up. I look around: yes, despite the functionality of the place, there’s colour too. Plenty of it. Pictures are everywhere, bright cushions are on chairs, there are patterned rugs on the grey linoleum floor. It’s a cheerful place, despite having the unmistakeable air of an institution rather than a home.


I look back at the children. Which one would Andrei have been most like? That round-faced, blue-eyed boy singing his heart out? Then I see a boy at the back. He’s about ten and taller than the others, so he’s tucked himself away where he can’t be noticed. Perhaps he’s shy about his height, or doesn’t like singing. He’s thin-faced, probably because he’s growing so fast, and he’s singing through barely moving lips, as though he’s doing it because he has to. The boy’s expression is unreadable and then he glances over at Andrei and his face takes on a look of absolute hero worship.


I’m blinking back tears as the song comes to an end and the children look to Andrei with their bright eager faces. He gives a great booming laugh, and claps his hand, his applause muffled by his big gloves. He says something in Russian, which makes the children smile, and I can tell he’s praising them. Then he makes another announcement as he pulls his gloves off, one that makes the children gasp and chatter excitedly. The middle-aged woman who greeted us at the door bustles forward and begins giving out loud instructions. Within a few minutes, the children are neatly seated on the floor, and Andrei is speaking to them. I can’t follow what he’s saying, but the children often pipe up with an answer to his questions, and he makes them laugh too. As he speaks, their faces get brighter and happier, and then they all make an ‘oooooh’ noise and turn to look at the front door. It opens at that moment, and in comes a huge Christmas tree, already decorated and being carefully carried in its tub by two men in overalls.


The children laugh and clap as it’s taken across the hall and put in a place of honour. A plug is inserted into a socket and the switch turned on, and the children sigh with delight as the lights spring into twinkling life. It looks beautiful, hung with baubles and chocolates, and topped with a golden star.


A chair is produced and Andrei sits down on it. Another workman appears carrying a huge sack and, under Maria’s direction, he puts it down next to Andrei. I sidle over to the wall, and find a chair where I can sit down and watch. It’s a beautiful hour to witness. Andrei calls out name after name and each time a child excitedly clambers to their feet, picks their way to the front and comes to Andrei to receive a gift from the sack. The room is soon split between those clutching a present and those waiting in tense desperation to have their name called. Every one, from the tiniest fat-kneed three-year-old to the skinniest ten-year-old, gets summoned for a quick word with Andrei and the presentation of a gift. The boy who had stared adoringly at Andrei during the singing can barely speak when it’s his turn, he’s so overcome, but Andrei shakes his hand in a manly way, claps him on the back and sends him back to his seat elated.


So that’s what he’s doing. He’s giving them a father figure. Someone to love. Someone to please.


I’ve never seen Andrei look like this before. He’s transfigured. He’s been smiling non-stop for over an hour now, which has to be a record. He’s blossoming in the company of these parentless children. He knows them, understands them, because he was one himself.


Maria is ticking off names and making further notes. The presentation is over. The children are sent back upstairs, perhaps to open their presents somewhere else. Then Andrei, Maria and I are led by the woman who must be the head of the orphanage to a comfortable sitting room warmed by a fire in the grate, and given hot sweet black tea in decorated glasses.


Other orphanage staff are there. People are perfectly nice to me, smiling when I catch their eyes, offering me more tea and peppery sweet biscuits from a plate, but I can’t understand the flowing conversation. I observe the goodwill towards Andrei though, and the genuine warmth and pleasure in his company, and I find I’m enjoying myself, despite everything. After a sociable thirty minutes or so, Andrei rises to his feet, and the whole room follows suit. The head of the orphanage makes a speech and then kisses Andrei on both cheeks. He says a few words of his own and then next moment, they are walking arm in arm to the front door, with Maria and me following and the rest of the staff behind us. It’s now pitch black outside. Stars are twinkling in the inky-black sky. The final farewells are said and I can smell that unmistakeable school-dinner smell wafting out of a kitchen somewhere. So it’s the same here in Russia as it is at home. I imagine all those children sitting down in their dining hall, waiting for their stew and dumplings or whatever they’re having, each one with a shiny new present upstairs. Then I follow Andrei back along the path to where the driver is waiting.


On the return journey, Maria sits in the front with the driver, separated from us by the glass partition.‘Well?’ asks Andrei as the car begins its smooth journey back to St Petersburg.


I smile at him. ‘That was lovely! All those children – you made them all so happy!’


‘I visit them when I can. It’s not often, I’m always on the move and don’t have the time.’


‘Were you giving them Christmas presents?’


‘Well, not exactly. Christmas is a little different here. It was as good as banned when I was young in the Soviet era, but even our government understood the value of a festival in the depths of winter, so celebrations moved to New Year instead. It’s when Grandfather Frost, our version of your Father Christmas, comes to hand out gifts and we decorate trees and so on. I told the children that we were having our New Year a little early, that’s all.’


‘So you don’t have Christmas on the 25th of December?’ I ask, surprised. I know there are different traditions all over the world, of course, but still, it’s hard to imagine Christmas not happening on that date.


‘We do,’ Andrei says with a smile, ‘it’s just that our 25th of December falls on your 7th of January because of the old calendar in the Orthodox Church.’


‘Oh, I see,’ I say, though I’m still slightly confused. Then I remember the look of joy on the little faces as they received their gifts. I say softly, ‘Those children owe you a lot.’


His blue eyes, less fiery than usual, slide over and lock on mine. ‘It’s the least I can do. I’ve got plenty of money and no children of my own. It’s right to give something to those children who, like me, are parentless.’


I feel a shiver of something like a sob in my throat. I can’t help thinking of my own warm, loving home, with it shambolic cosiness and the tumbled possessions of my two brothers and me. I can’t imagine life without my mother to turn to and my father’s support. I can’t imagine how I would feel or who I would be if I hadn’t had their unconditional love all my life. I can see the bright young faces of those children singing, candid and innocent, and can’t bear to think that none of them have a mother or father to tuck them in at night, to kiss their cheeks and tell them they’re loved. My nose starts burning and tingling and I can feel treacherous tears burst out, blurring my vision.


‘Are you all right?’ Andrei asks softly.


‘Yes.’ It comes out choked, and I hope he won’t keep questioning me or I might lose it completely. I feel his hand on mine and he squeezes it gently.


‘Don’t be upset,’ he says. ‘They’re happy really. I saw a lot of new faces today. That means lots of the children have been found families. That’s what we work towards – finding loving places for them to go, and providing them with a big, comfortable home in the meantime. They’re being educated and well provided for.’


His hand is huge and warm over mine. It’s astonishing how quickly and how constantly I have to revise my opinion of this man. This morning I thought he had shown me his true colours with his decision to blame Mark and me for the painting. Now I think I’ve seen the real Andrei, the little boy inside that grown man’s body. The kind-hearted soul who wants nothing more than to play Father Christmas for orphans and give something back.


‘Beth?’


I look up at him. In the gloom of the car’s interior, it’s hard to read his expression. His eyes are glittering at me and although he’s not smiling, his craggy features seem soft and almost kind.


‘Yes?’


‘I’m glad you were there today. I knew you’d understand.’


I don’t reply but turn to look back at the vast black landscape beyond the car window, out towards the far-off flickering lights of St Petersburg.










Chapter Three


Back at the hotel, there’s only a short time to collect my things before we’re on our way to the airport.


Maria doesn’t reappear, so it’s just Andrei and me in the back seat of the car. I feel that this is my last opportunity to say something to him about the Fra Angelico, but I’m not sure how to broach it. I’m so grateful to be heading home that I don’t want to cause any trouble. Part of me thinks I should just keep quiet and let things unfold in their own way. But then I see Mark’s thin face, his eyes full of trust and confidence in me and in Andrei. I can’t bear for all that to be shattered.


While I’m dithering, we arrive at the airport and then everything starts happening. We’re taken to Andrei’s jet and within moments we’re boarding. It’s good to be back inside its luxurious interior and I realise with an inner laugh that the last three times I’ve travelled have been by private and very expensive plane.


Beth Villiers, you’re getting spoilt!


But I know that next time I’ll be back on a budget flight, crammed into a narrow seat and drinking bad coffee just like everyone else. I may as well enjoy this while I can.


I’m elated as the plane takes off. We’re going home. I long to be back there and away from the strange atmosphere between Andrei and me. I was worried when I arrived that Andrei would somehow attempt to approach me but he hasn’t done that. I suppose now that he’s so furious about the painting, that’s out of the question. He won’t want anything to do with me any more.


So why did he bother taking me to the orphanage? It was like he still wanted to impress me somehow. Maybe he just can’t help showing off and I was a captive audience.


I glance over at Andrei. He’s been taking calls on his mobile the whole way from the city to here and at last he’s put his phone down, switching it off for take-off. He’s staring right at me, his eyes hooded and unreadable. How long has he been doing that?


I know I have the unfortunate characteristic of showing whatever I’m thinking all over my face; inscrutability is not my strong point.


‘Are you all right, Beth?’ he asks. ‘Dinner will be served soon. In a few hours you’ll be back in London.’


‘And what happens then?’ I venture. ‘Once we’re back?’


‘What do you mean?’


I gaze at him, hardly knowing where to start. I don’t want to antagonise him – the whole idea is to soften his heart, not anger him. ‘It was amazing to watch you with those children today,’ I begin. ‘You were such a different person – I saw your goodness and kindness.’


Andrei lifts an eyebrow very slightly.


‘I don’t think many people get to see that,’ I add.


‘You’re right,’ he murmurs. ‘Not many at all.’


‘It made me remember you’re a man of compassion and that’s why I wanted to speak to you about Mark.’ I pause, swallow hard, and then go on quickly, not wanting to lose the moment. ‘I told you that Mark is ill and you were so kind about it – you wanted to get him the best consultants, pay for his treatment and do whatever you could.’


Andrei continues to stare at me and says nothing.


‘But I didn’t realise then how ill he was. I saw him before we came away and it’s obvious that he’s seriously sick. He hasn’t told me exactly what it is but I’m guessing it’s cancer of the throat or neck, as that’s where he’s having his lump removed. He went into hospital the day we came here.’


Still Andrei watches but doesn’t respond. I have no idea whether this is achieving anything at all. But I have to go on. I’ve started now. I remember the smiling, laughing Andrei at the orphanage. I have to believe that is the man I’m talking to right now. I take a deep breath.


‘I shouldn’t have shouted at you the way I did at the Winter Palace, and I’m sorry for that. Truly I am. But I can’t take back the truth of what I said: Mark has been your loyal employee for so many years, and you must know in your heart that he never wanted you to buy that painting. Please – I’m begging you – don’t blame him for this. It will destroy his reputation, the thing he’s built up and nurtured all these years, and the thing that matters most to him. His standing in the art world, and his reputation for integrity and knowledge, mean everything to him. If you cast aspersions on it, you’ll hurt him so deeply I don’t think he’ll ever recover from it.’


Andrei has been like a statue all this time, but now he leans towards me.


‘And you, Beth? What will it mean to you?’


I blink and hesitate. ‘Well . . .’ I gather my thoughts. ‘It won’t affect me in the same way. I’m just an assistant at the moment, but anything that hurts Mark will hurt me. And if his business fails, I could be without a job as well.’
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