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Chapter One


One Molly Treasure’s gaze moved from the smoked trout on her plate and turned to wide-eyed, earnest contemplation of the wintry scene beyond the kitchen window. She took a slow deep breath through the aquiline nose: the nostrils flared: the chin lifted on the slim neck: the eyebrows arched, wrinkling the noted brow.


‘It’s just that I feel responsible. For their going to Russia at all. All thirteen of them,’ she said in a tone redolent with concern.


‘Headed for the salt mines, are they?’ enquired Mark Treasure lightly, and looking about the table top. ‘Is there more horseradish?’


The Executive Vice-Chairman of Grenwood, Phipps, the merchant bankers, and his celebrated actress wife were sitting opposite each other, taking a light Saturday luncheon alone at their house near the Thames in London’s Cheyne Walk. Molly had a matinee to play at two-thirty. Snow, five inches of which cloaked the patio and the garden beyond, had ruled out Treasure’s golf—as it had over all three preceding January weekends.


‘You know, you should have gone skiing.’ For the moment the ominously numbered Russian excursionists had been abandoned to their plight. Molly turned her glance inwards as she spoke, then paused as she remembered the last question. The touch of irritation showed briefly on her face as she reached for the labelled bottle in the cupboard behind her. She had put plenty of horseradish sauce on his plate when she had prepared the meal.


The table in the window of the kitchen snug was hardly big enough for serious eating: the two used it only for breakfast and snacks. This gave Molly the excuse not to let the surface become cluttered with garish branded packages, especially garish branded packages of commodities her conscience suggested she could have made herself—or at least troubled to turn out into more seemly containers. She watched her husband apply a large dollop of the sauce to his plate.


‘Good horseradish, this.’ He studied the label. ‘Almost as good as you make.’


They’d been eating no other kind for years: another good reason to present it in decorous disguise. Molly made an uncommitting noise, firmly re-appropriated the pot, and put it out of sight again. ‘Is it too late? For you to arrange skiing?’


‘In March perhaps. But I’m not going without you. You really can’t get that contract altered?’


She shook her head. ‘Big part. Tight budget. Filming has to start in April. It really would be too awful to break a leg or anything before. Anyway they couldn’t get insurance cover. Not for me or any of the principals. Not at this stage. Not for skiing.’ The last phrase had been pointed. She went back to dissecting her trout with a deeply solicitous look. This last, after fifteen years of marriage, her husband was equipped to judge as definitely calculating and unconnected with the condition of the fish. ‘We did have New Year together, darling,’ Molly added as an apparent after-thought before looking up again with an ingenuous smile. ‘That was bliss. And worth it. Even for a week. Such luck.’ They had spent the holiday in the West Indies. Their separate demanding careers tended to make such episodes both rare and memorable.


‘And now we could press the same luck and go to Leningrad together?’ Amused, he watched her expression change to one of too innocent surprise. He had suspected the Russian problem had remained pending.


‘I wasn’t suggesting …’


‘Except obliquely,’ he offered indulgently. ‘Easter weekend, you said? That’s March the twenty-seventh. I could make it, I suppose. But only just. It’d be tight.’


‘Out Thursday, back Sunday. It’s only three nights.’


‘Four days.’


‘I could go on my own.’


‘With the unlucky thirteen members of the Baroque Circle?’


‘I am president this year. And even fourteen is hardly enough to justify the effort.’ Molly frowned. ‘Candy Royce would have been so disappointed. If it had been cancelled. Ten was the absolute minimum. To be registered and paid up by next Thursday. That’s eight weeks before we go. As it is, not everybody going is a proper member of the Circle. You’d think people who joined a Baroque Circle would be keen oh a long weekend in Leningrad. In St Petersburg. Capital of old Russia.’ She gave an irritated sniff, then, in response to Treasure’s mildly interrogative look: ‘Well it is supposed to be the most perfect eighteenth-century city. And the pictures in the Hermitage museum …’


‘Are fabulous, but I believe the best are prebaroque. Medieval and early Renaissance. More wine?’ He held out the bottle of Chablis. She shook her head as he went on. ‘In fairness you said the trip was quite pricey.’


‘But well over thirty people voted for it. When we planned the winter programme last June. We expected twenty-five takers. It was to be the highlight.’ She made a face. ‘Unfortunately the original suggestion was mine. It’s in the minutes of the meeting.’


‘But you weren’t going?’


‘Only because I didn’t think I could get away. Now I can. Now they’ve switched the plays in the repertory. But you’d probably hate it.’ This came too dismissively, but her timing was impeccable, he noted, as always. ‘I don’t mean the place,’ she continued. ‘I mean some of the people who are going. The over-earnest ones. And I don’t know all of them. And you’re not the package tour type.’


‘Not true,’ he answered stoutly. ‘And it must be a very cultured package.’ He sipped at his own replenished glass while fortifying his mind with lofty insistences about his tolerant nature and plebeian origins, though neither condition would have been confirmed by objective examination. ‘You said the hotel was five star?’ The enquiry was meant to sound disinterested.


Molly nodded encouragingly.


‘Mm,’ he mused. ‘Wonder if Red stars mean the same. But then, Russian cuisine has no terrors for anyone who attended an English boarding school. Charter flight from Gatwick?’ added the not yet entirely committed package tourist.


‘No. Scheduled airline from Heathrow.’


‘Oh, that’s good. British Airways?’


‘Aeroflot. The only ones who go there. Very reliable.’ Molly swallowed. ‘Only one class though.’


‘Steerage,’ he pronounced flatly.


‘Economy,’ she corrected unnecessarily.


‘It’s not far.’ He chose a plum from the fruit bowl. ‘But your Circle’s involved in everything baroque? Not just architecture?’ He raised a finger to his brow as he quoted. ‘Baroque. The artistic form embodying the picturesque and unconventional. Er … emerged from the end of the seventeenth century to counter the bleakness of the Reformation … and the classical rigidity of the Renaissance.’ He beamed. ‘Wonder how long since I memorised that? Anyway, baroque includes theatre and music, St Paul’s Cathedral and the gold leaf and lurid blues in all those fruity Italian churches.’


‘Which is why the Leningrad trip includes opera and a concert. Except eighteenth-century composers aren’t guaranteed. There’s a trip to Pushkin, as well. That’s the suburb they renamed after the writer. It has two glorious royal palaces with some marvellous furniture.’


‘Don’t I know Candy Royce?’ he enquired casually casually.


‘Mm. She’s been here for drinks. Big jolly girl. About twenty-eight. Cambridge and the Courtauld Institute. She’s an assistant curator at the Simpson Collection and dreadfully underpaid. Also honorary secretary of the Circle.’ Molly was pouring them both coffee. ‘She’s been dying to go to Leningrad for years. This way she gets there for almost nothing. The travel agency gives her a free place for organising the party.’


‘I don’t remember her being big. More tall and slim. Longish dark hair?’


‘No, Candy has shortish mousey hair, and she’s definitely not slim. You’re thinking of Edwina Apse. She was here the same evening. Bit older than Candy and very glamorous. Made a great fuss of you. They both did,’ Molly punctuated with a tolerant beam. ‘Teaches history at a polytechnic. Except I believe she has a year off to write a book. She’ll be on the trip. Nearly wasn’t. Signed up last week.’


Treasure smiled blandly. ‘So far it sounds an agreeable enough party. I suppose I shouldn’t be the only man?’


‘No, it’s nearly evenly balanced. Jeremy Wander and his wife Felicity …’


‘Sir Jeremy Wander? Baronet? Used to belong to one of my clubs. Isn’t he slightly loopy? Ex regular army. Guards, I suppose?’


‘No. One of those special local regiments. He told me which. I’ve forgotten. Jeremy’s a little eccentric but quite amiable,’ Molly offered carefully. ‘They say he’s a womaniser, but that’s probably an exaggeration. He’s never made a pass at me.’


‘Then he’s got rotten taste,’ Treasure retorted loyally.


‘You are sweet. He’s quite young. Mid-thirties. Even younger than you, darling.’ Treasure was forty-four—five years older than his wife. ‘Felicity’s fun in a horsey way. Anyway, they’re both coming.’


‘Faded aristocracy too hard-up to travel in style?’


‘Not at all. They’re doing up Wander Court. Opening it to the public next year. Going to live there themselves. They’re picking up ideas from wherever they can look at other eighteenth-century piles. They’re both keen members of the Circle.’


‘Wander Court is quite small, surely?’


‘Kind of miniature Blenheim Palace. Not by Vanbrugh, of course, but good, and it’s at the bottom of Easthamptonshire. On a sort of loop between Oxford and Stratford. Anyway, close enough to London, with a big tourist potential.’


Reluctantly Treasure had to concede that a travelling companion with an inherited title probably added an air—even a certain piquancy when one was travelling inside Russia. ‘Any other deserving aristocrats in the group?’


‘Not unless you count the Honourable Mrs Daphne Vauxley whose father was a Lord. Garrulous widow. Late sixties. Used to write a bit. Book reviews mostly. True blue. Supports corporal punishment and the old values. Not your type I’m afraid.’


‘So why do I feel an immediate sympathy for her?’ Treasure countered with humorous perversity.


‘You should save that for Amelia Harwick, the Honourable Daphne’s secretary and companion. Goes everywhere with the old girl. Suppose she can’t afford to do anything else.’


‘Lacks the initiative, perhaps?’


‘You could be right.’ Molly was disinclined to argue. ‘Let’s see, who does that leave? Oh, the three I’ve never met. The ones recruited by the travel agency.’


‘To make up the numbers?’


‘Mm. When it seemed we wouldn’t even get ten.’


‘Presumably they’re deeply interested in the programme?’


‘One hopes so. They’re a married couple called Blinton. From Wimbledon. And a man with a German-sounding name which I’ve forgotten. He lives somewhere in the Midlands.’


‘Rich, retired, jewellery manufacturer from Birmingham. Second generation immigrant who’s potty about gold baroque trinkets,’ Treasure speculated wildly. ‘They made a lot of those in Birmingham once.’


‘Candy’s found out he’s young and plays the cello professionally. In a chamber orchestra. He may have done something else first, of course.’ She gave an indulgent smile over her coffee cup. ‘Oh, and I’ve just remembered, his name’s Rudolph Frenk and his home’s in Coventry. And I’m afraid that’s all we know about him.’


‘And the married couple?’


‘Were squeezed out of an overbooked group going to the Holy Land for Easter. The travel agent suggested they join us. The husband’s definitely retired.’


‘A pious worthy couple, no doubt.’


‘So proper company for Canon Clarence Emdon.’


‘You didn’t say you had a cleric in the group. Splendid.’ Treasure collected clergymen. ‘An authority on Russian icons is he? Anglican?’ This time he was enquiring not guessing.


‘Episcopalian.’


‘Same thing. Scottish or American?’


‘American. One gathers he’s lived here for ages but still behaves as if he’s on a visit. Address in Belgravia. Service flat, I think. He’s not old enough to be retired. Not quite. But he’s not gainfully employed either. Spends a lot of time at the art auctions and says he does a good deal of research. Into paintings, I suppose. He joined the Circle last year. Terribly keen on the Russian trip. I’ve been meaning to have him meet you.’


‘There’s a Mrs Emdon?’


‘Not so far as anyone knows. The canon is big and scholarly. Looks a lot like Oliver Goldsmith.’


‘The playwright? Didn’t he have a famous profile? Huge protruding forehead and a receding chin?’


‘Also a kind of stammer. So does Canon Emdon. He’s quite endearing, and very good company. Gets on well with Nigel Dirving who you do know. He’s coming with us,’ she ended warily.


‘One of your deserving causes. I might have guessed he’d be along. Glad he can afford it.’


‘Don’t suppose he can really but he’s terribly keen. He’s agreed to share a room with Rudolph Frenk.’ She paused. ‘You don’t mind? About Nigel.’


‘Not if Rudolf Frenk doesn’t. He’s the one sharing the room.’


‘I mean, if you came, you wouldn’t let Nigel irritate you?’


‘I’ve never said he irritates me,’ he replied, trying to register injured surprise. ‘It’s just I sometimes find the flamboyant stagey manner rather unnecessary. In such a lamentably failed actor.’


‘He’s not failed entirely. He has a small part in the new film.’


‘Because you fixed it with the director probably.’


She sniffed before answering. ‘I may have put in a word with Bryan. People tend to overlook Nigel Dirving because of that awful divorce.’


‘Which was pretty difficult to overlook in itself.’ Then, smiling, he held up his hands in a surrendering gesture. ‘I’m sorry, darling. I promise to be kind to Nigel in future. I don’t in the least mind his going on your trip. And it’s very good of you to help him the way you do.’ He selected another plum and smiled at that as well. ‘And that’s the whole party?’


‘Except for Reggie and Effie Tate. Tiny mother and tall, middle-aged son. She’s getting on, but still spry and switched on. Especially when it comes to music. Australian. But she’s lived in England for years—to be close to Reggie. She keeps house for him. He’s an architect. Specialises in Georgian restoration. They live in Chichester.’


‘Didn’t you meet them three summers back?’


Molly nodded. ‘During that season at Chichester Theatre. Yes. She came to I don’t know how many performances. Came backstage and introduced herself. Crazy about Noël Coward plays. And that production.’


‘About your performance you mean. It wasn’t such a marvellous production, but there was critical acclaim for Molly Forbes and the set designs.’


‘Aren’t you kind to remember?’ Molly almost purred. ‘Well Reggie Tate used to tour me round Chichester on Saturday mornings inspecting the architectural goodies. And I used to have tea with them both. You’d enjoy them.’


‘I’m sure.’


‘You will come?’ Her eyes had opened especially wide with an expectant expression that matched the plea.


‘Of course. You know I can’t resist caviare.’


‘Or me?’


‘Naturally.’


‘Good.’ Molly leaned over and kissed him.


‘Don’t forget to let the travel agents know I’m coming.’


She nodded, smiling. That wouldn’t be necessary, of course. She’d told them several days before.






Chapter Two


On the morning of Wednesday, March 26th, Sergey Vasilefski left Leningrad’s Vitebsk railway station and crossed over to the Metro. He was a lithe figure of medium height and fair colouring who weaved with a gymnast’s grace through the morning rush-hour crowd that poured from the suburban line terminus. He didn’t use the Metro normally. He did so now quite openly. It was not necessary yet to disguise his movements—or alter his appearance.


He was wearing a short dark leather jacket. It was commoner than his padded topcoat and he would not be expected to check it anywhere. In Russia it’s bad manners not to leave outer clothing in the cloakrooms at restaurants, theatres, and other public places: not to do so also makes the wearer conspicuous as well as unpopular. The scarf he would leave later in the battered fibre suitcase he was carrying. The light woollen gloves he could stuff in his pockets. The cap was in the case already: he never wore anything on his head normally.


Both the Kamenskys knew he was taking a week’s holiday. He officially rented a room in their tiny apartment in Pavlovsk, the suburb from which he regularly commuted. They also knew that he was spending the week in a room borrowed from a friend in central Leningrad, and that the friend was away.


Gregor Kamensky, a working man with no pretensions, had failed to understand why Sergey was taking a vacation in March when he could just as easily have had it in warmer weather. Perhaps being an international telephone operator in the Leningrad Central Exchange, like Sergey, didn’t carry so many privileges, except, Kamensky had mused aloud, it almost had to carry more than you got being a road worker in Pavlovsk. Certainly he knew it didn’t oblige you to take all three weeks of your vacation in the winter as Sergey was doing. It was also beyond his comprehension why a healthy athletic young fellow should always choose to holiday in the city.


The motherly, dog-doting Mrs Kamensky had understood though—that Sergey needed to take in the museums, the galleries, the opera and the other attractions that someone who worked, studied and exercised so hard never got time to see normally. He was a young man of cultured tastes, she had reminded her husband, not like some. Also, while Sergey was still waiting for that opening in Intourist it was even more necessary he should keep up his knowledge of artistic goings-on. In short, Mrs Kamensky had been absorbing what Sergey had been telling her for two months past. It was altogether enough to reassure both Kamenskys about his absence until Sunday night—and after that it didn’t matter.


He came out of the Metro at Vosstaniya Place and went across to Moscow station—a grander, bigger building than Vitebsk but even more crowded. That was the reason he had chosen it. Here he planned to make the first change in his identity.


A night train from Moscow had been announced just as he entered the main concourse. There were queues for all facilities in the basement men’s room but he had plenty of time. Once he had locked himself in a cubicle he pulled out the cap, changed into the black track shoes, and peeled off the beard which he dropped into the case with the scarf. He had shaved off his own beard late the night before, after the Kamenskys had gone to bed. It had taken him the best part of half an hour but he hadn’t cut himself once despite his sensitive skin. It was why he had gone to such trouble over this part of the plan—not to risk ending up looking damaged or unkempt.


The false beard he had bought secondhand after a series of lunchtime negotiations with someone who worked backstage at the Maly theatre. It was a fairly old false beard but it had matched Sergey’s own colouring quite faithfully.


He had left the flat before anyone was up, catching the train before the one he usually took when he was on the day shift. This was to avoid running into people who knew him by sight. Even so there had still been two travellers who recognised him, though neither had shown any surprise at his appearance. So the false beard had been worth the five roubles. He could have had the real one shaved off here in the barber’s shop at the station, but not without the barber committing his face to memory. He could also have shaved it off himself after arriving in the city—except in the whole of Leningrad he wouldn’t have known where he could have found a wash basin where a man could do anything so memorable as shave off an inch-long beard in total privacy. To hire a hotel room you needed a travel permit. You also needed to sleep in the room, or risk getting reported for not doing so.


‘An insufficient regard for taking pains’ was what his last examiners’ report had said. It was why at twenty-seven he still had to face another year of compulsory classes, another year in a job that didn’t begin to stretch his mental capacities—only his abilities with spoken English and German, and not even those to any marked degree. Well he was now about to show the fools that his capacity for taking pains was infinite.


He deposited the case at the Left Luggage counter, carefully pocketing the dated ticket. He killed time in the station until nine, making his few small purchases at busy kiosks where no one’s custom could be remarked, and later dawdled over a glass of tea in the buffet. Then he set off briskly northwards, towards the river, along Nevskiy Prospect, Leningrad’s main shopping avenue. It was a mile and a half to his destination on the Neva Embankment. Taking the bus would have been warmer and quicker. It was snowing again, but not heavily, and he walked because to exercise was important.


To anyone not used to the sight, the length of the queue outside the State Hermitage, more than an hour before the ten-thirty opening, would have seemed daunting. But Sergey had been before at this time—often. The line of people stretched beyond the 350 metre, elegant northern façade overlooking the river, went around its eastern end and finished half way along the south front which composes one side of the immense Palace Square.


Three magnificent eighteenth-century buildings make up the State Hermitage, one of the world’s finest art museums and one of Leningrad’s most impressive vistas seen from any angle. Of the three buildings, the oldest is the most westerly—the baroque Winter Palace. In the centre comes Catherine the Great’s slimmer Small Hermitage in the classical style. Finally there is the Large Hermitage, also classical but from a later date. The three are linked to form a continuous presentation area bigger even than those offered in London’s National Gallery or the Metropolitan Museum in New York, and architecturally more refined than either.


Despite the colossal size of the State Hermitage visitors are sometimes turned away when numbers threaten to become unwieldy. This was why Sergey had arrived early even though he didn’t need to be in the building until closing time—indeed, to be pedantic, till after closing time. He had come to steal a priceless painting by Raphael from gallery 229 on the first floor of the Large Hermitage, near the north-east corner. And he intended doing the job quite late.


Sergey’s plan was to hide himself on the first floor near the top of the Council staircase—a grand, twin flight affair in the northwest corner of the Large Hermitage. From there he would emerge in the middle of the night and take the painting, using a route to and from the northern opening into the Raphael gallery and running eleven galleries east, then one south from his hiding place. Before the return journey he intended to actuate a false trail for immediate pursuers indicating the thief had left the building. The false route ran from the southern opening into the Raphael gallery through two other galleries to the State staircase—even grander than the other one—in the southern section of the Large Hermitage, and from there to the ground floor and a series of galleries running west to an exit in the Winter Palace.


He knew that immediate pursuit was inevitable. There was no way of stealing a small picture without setting off alarms. The success of his plan lay in the false escape route seeming believable, and the speed of his own movements seeming unbelievable.


Once admitted to the museum—at eleven o’clock—Sergey began working his way to the north-east end of the first floor of the complex. He moved from the main entrance in the Winter Palace through the length of all three buildings but by a circuitous route. Most of the way he stayed on the ground floor, eventually ascending to one above, via the State staircase, and thereafter through the two intervening galleries to gallery 229.


It was important for Sergey to know that nothing had changed since his last visit two Saturdays before—imperative that none of the galleries, corridors or the two staircases that featured on his false and real routes had been closed for cleaning or any other reason.


Fortunately, in an art museum whose architectural features compete for attention with the pictures, there was nothing remarkable in a visitor standing as much in admiration of a doorcase by Rastrelli as a canvas by Gainsborough. Sergey was especially interested in doorways, though careful not to seem to be overdoing that interest. In every gallery, as in most open areas, aged female crones—the babushkas who are the mainstay of the Russian public building security system—keep a careful if often rheumy look-out for irregularities in the conduct of visitors. That the authorities depended too much on cheap, superannuated grannies, and not enough on advanced electronic protection, was part of the reason why Sergey had taken up the idea of robbing the place.


His fake exit route involved only two relevant sets of electronic-eye detectors. Like all those in the building they were fixed at knee height, and were not difficult to spot. On his genuine route there were three sets at different points. All were built into the pilaster supports to the openings between galleries. When switched on, they triggered an alarm if an intruder went through, breaking the cross beams. Similar devices were in use in the Great Palace at Pavlovsk where Sergey had long since become closely acquainted with one of the military guards. This was how he had come to know that once two adjacent sets of detectors were activated and an intruder’s route was so indicated on a master board, it was ‘standard procedure’ to switch off other detectors to avoid the movements of guards being confused with those of whoever they were chasing. At both places extra alarm sensors were attached to the backs of all small important paintings—a nuisance that while it couldn’t be cured Sergey had decided could be endured.


The Conestabile Madonna, the tiny Raphael picture he’d come to take, was hung quite near the opening at the south end of the Raphael gallery. This was next to a square lobby where the visitor went straight across for Tintoretto or turned right for Michelangelo—people being spoiled for choice at the State Hermitage. There were detectors in this opening and others in the one from the second gallery going south leading on to the State staircase.


There were other detectors along the fake route when it reached the ground floor, but Sergey was using another factor there to simulate his progress—indeed he was relying on it doing so since ‘standard procedure’ should at that stage have led to the cancelling of detector beams. And if it didn’t his plan was badly marred.


Twice during the day Sergey gravitated to the north-west corner of the Large Hermitage surreptitiously to pace out the area at the top of the Council staircase. Both times he was careful to give the impression his interest and his pensive and protracted steps were leading from one to another of the classical statues or the massive urns on show there. Mentally he practised the movements of the standing jump, the lift and body roll that had to be completed in a two second sequence—that he had physically completed a thousand times in less than two seconds, but in the gym, not here and under pressure.


Twice, too, during the day he had stood poised at the thresholds of the three galleries out of the eleven on his genuine route—the ones whose doorcases housed the electronic detectors. He had breathed and walked through the pacing of the dives that in these places would get him clear. At the same time he had re-memorised, objects and windows he’d elected to use as markers ahead of the alarm hazards on the return route—in case he panicked at speed and lost count of the rooms. He didn’t know how much light there would be: very little from the inside he hoped. But every one of the eleven galleries had windows that looked out on the embankment. There was bound to be reflected light from the outside.


Later he ate as well as you could eat in the over-crowded buffet back on the ground floor near the big Rastrelli sculpture gallery and the main entrance. There was no hot food, only open sandwiches, but the bread was thick and filling. At five-thirty he left the buffet. There was more than an hour before closing time but often they stopped visitors moving eastwards through the complex long before the whole place was due to shut. He needed time to do the journey both ways and then to go back once again.


Gallery 229 was thick with people when he got there. A large conducted party of East Germans was being lectured before the Conestabile Madonna. When the group moved on it was easy for Sergey to pretend to be one of them while dropping back to tie his shoelace at a spot quite close to the picture. Another organised group crowded in but no one’s eyes were directed floorwards; no one in any case could have seen the plastic nasal spray bottle secreted in the palm of his hand. The droplets of yellowish liquid that squirted through his fingers—without touching them—settled by the wainscoting.


After leaving the gallery by the south exit he repeated the performance, applying liberal droppings of the liquid across the lobby at the side of the Tintoretto room. He did the same at the top of the State staircase, then twice in the series of galleries on the ground floor that led him back into the Small Hermitage. Three times more in the Winter Palace he bent to his shoes—once near the buffet, again in the Rastrelli gallery, then at the foot of the steps leading down to the basement.


The north-west section of the Winter Palace subregion is given over almost entirely to well staffed cloakroom counters running down both sides of an immensely wide stone-flagged corridor. The area was packed with people collecting their belongings when Sergey got there. He passed through the crowds as though he was also leaving but, ignoring the basement public exit to the embankment on the right, he stooped once more to wrestle with a shoelace beside the heavy door which led to the guard-room and a special exit.


It was six o’clock exactly when back on the ground floor he shouldered his way into the men’s room. He waited till he could use the end stall. As he expected, the cover to the drainhole there was still missing. Public toilets are not subject to elaborate maintenance in the Soviet Union—even the ones in the State Hermitage. As he undid his zip, Sergey leaned forward and let the small plastic bottle drop into the open hole. It disappeared immediately as another one had done when he had experimented two Saturdays earlier. It had seemed the safest method of disposal. He couldn’t have kept the bottle nor allowed it to remain anywhere in the building. He complimented himself for taking pains again.


He washed his hands extra thoroughly with the small piece of pungent floor soap he had brought with him. By this time of day there was none of the free stuff left in any case. He had shaved here earlier, not perfectly, but well enough to ensure a reasonable appearance next morning. Now he re-wrapped the soap in his spare handkerchief with the razor.


Afterwards he made his way as planned back upstairs to another of the galleries letting onto the Council staircase. He lingered there for some time pretending to study Rembrandt’s Holy Family. Ruefully he considered the two hovering winged cherubims in the painting. A capacity for flight would have been useful in the next few minutes.


At six-fifteen the bells were rung to signal that all visitors should be leaving. He joined the crowd moving out to the top of the double staircase. There never was a babushka sentinel here.


In the balustraded bay between the two sets of straight white marble steps was a statue of Apollo. Opposite, across the twenty-foot-wide landing, stood a seven foot high, early nineteenth-century urn, classical in design, like a gigantic stemmed goblet. It was made of green malachite with a two foot, white marble plinth. It was under the second of three tall windows that looked out northwards on the now brightly lit embankment and the River Neva.


As he was approaching the Apollo, and making as though to descend the far staircase, Sergey let the light bulb fall unobserved from his now gloved hand that had seemed to be grasping the balustrade: then he moved back deftly.


He was in front of the otherwise deserted green urn as the bulb exploded on the ground floor with a crack like gunshot. It startled the people on the landing. Instinctively, they either craned to see down the stairwell or momentarily applied their attention that way. In one practised movement Sergey sprang up the side of the urn, rolled his head and chest over the lip and, with his arms in perfect control, brought the rest of his body down in behind.


It was all over in less than the two seconds he had allowed. The urn hadn’t even trembled on its mount. His counterbalancing had been correct.


He lay still with his heart beating ready to burst. There was no way he could tell whether anyone had seen him. He could only wait to find out, curled up in the unyielding and very dusty malachite womb.


After ten minutes his confidence grew. In half an hour he was sure he was safe: the only unauthorised person left in the whole State Hermitage. He settled to a cramped vigil.


Nine hours later in the silent museum Sergey Vasilefski emerged from the urn coatless but gloved. Illumination had been reduced to maintenance lights at eight o’clock. There had been no evidence of maintenance activity before or after that, but he knew the army of State Hermitage cleaners didn’t arrive until six in the morning—he had watched them as he’d jogged by in the snow twice during his last holiday. Only two security patrols had passed his hideout during the long wait—the second thirty minutes earlier. Both times when he heard the heavy footsteps turning down the Council stairs he had levered himself up to observe. Both patrols had consisted of one militiaman only, and without a dog. The guards on night duty outside the building regularly had German Shepherds with them—dogs not bitches. It was dogs that would shortly make or break his plan—and he was thinking as much as he headed for gallery 229.


When he came to the opening that housed the first of the three sets of electronic sensors he stopped and took several deep breaths. Then he stepped back ten paces from the threshold, braced himself, lifted onto his toes, and moved forward, accelerating sharply. With extra pressure from the last stride he took off with arms outstretched on a flat dive, and straining to keep his legs straight as he went through the opening. As his hands touched the floor he coiled his body, somersaulted, and landed upright. Still and very tense he waited apprehensively for several seconds but no alarm bell sounded. He’d made it—gone over the electronic beam exactly as planned, and now he knew he could do it again. In the gym he’d been doing the same dive across stretchers set a foot higher and without touching, them. But there was nothing like the real thing for building confidence. He was less tense about the other two openings—and equally successful.


He entered gallery 229 from the north, and moved past the Conestabile Madonna. He undid the top of the plastic bag and emptied the soiled, impregnated handkerchief onto the floor near the south exit, dropping the bag there as well. This was to save time later.


Next, returning to the painting, he undid his shirt, exposing the linen pouch strapped to his chest and suspended from his neck. From the pouch he extracted the putty, the glass cutter, and the retracting lino knife. Everything was now ready in his hands. He was expecting an alarm to ring from the moment he touched the picture. From then on he was to rely on speed and subterfuge.


He stood in front of the painting, swallowed and pressed the putty lump onto the centre of the glass and swiftly cut round all four edges. The glass came away in one piece. There was no alarm bell yet. He placed glass and cutter on the floor. With sweat beading on his temples he cut along the twenty centimetre sides of the nearly square canvas as close to the edges as he could get. The painting was nearly five hundred years old, but it wasn’t going to disintegrate. It was modern canvas used when the work had been transferred recently from its original wooden panel. But he mustn’t damage it, mustn’t crop it more than by the fraction necessary to get it off its stretcher.


An alarm bell burst into life at the moment the canvas fell away from the mount. The strident clanging seemed to be under his hand; the deafening sound inside his head. Steeling himself to breathe steadily, to keep his nerve, to follow the planned sequence, he dropped the knife, rolled the canvas and put it into the pouch, pulling the top tight and doing up his shirt as he raced for the south exit. This time he broke the electric beam on purpose, streaked across the lobby to the next gallery, to the exit at its far end, broke the beam there, turned about and sprinted back through both galleries. He was leaving 229 by its northern exit just as a new squarking alarm started.
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