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The Musee des Beaux Arts, Nice, France. August 5, 2007.
“Merde enfants!” mutters Noel Dumarais-Pierre, lighting another cigarette as he waits in a blue Peugeot van outside the museum. “ Bloody children! If it weren’t for the little bastards we’d be back in Marseilles by now, drinking pastis and celebrating. “
It’s Sunday lunchtime on the French Riviera. In the bistros of the Old Town, tourists eat slices of onion pizza, known locally as la pissaldere; and sip ice-cold beer as the heat of a Provencal summer hammers on the roofs. On the palm-lined Promenade des Anglais, lovers stroll hand-in-hand as a speedboat carves a white V across The Bay of Angels.
Noel Dumarais-Pierre, a tall, lean 60 year old, is the gang’s armed robbery expert. He has spent months casing the museum, watching visitor patterns, noting down when the security guards change shifts. He has chosen Sunday because, even though it is free admission, the museum is usually empty. People liked to have a lie-in or go to church. And anyway the Musee des Beaux Arts, a peaches-and-cream coloured villa built in 1878 by a Ukrainian princess in exile is not that popular. It has some big-ticket items; and a major collection of Raoul Duffy. But there are also rooms full of dull, 18th. Century portraits showing pasty-faced burgers and their plump wives. The big crowds go to the Musee Matisse or the Musee Marc Chagall.
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