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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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Edmond de Goncourt wrote, “History is a novel that happened. A novel is history that might have happened.” Certainly, that can be said of this novel, based though it is on history. I have, in some cases, condensed events to improve the pace of the story. The dates, places, people, and letters quoted are real where they are known but I have invented a great deal that is unknown. Throughout this book, I have borrowed from Ivan Turgenev, George Sand, Frédéric Chopin, Pauline Viardot-Garcia, and Louis Viardot, sometimes putting their written words into their mouths.


PART ONE
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ON THE EVE

Only hear the word love! What an intense, glowing sound it has!

SAINT PETERSBURG, 1843
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WINTER FALLS ON SAINT PETERSBURG LIKE a white curtain. One day an ice floe appears on the Neva. The waters roil and a mist arises, hovering over the city. The next morning the river is firmly frozen, with ice so thick the wooden bridges are removed, and carriages roll across wherever they like. Overnight, the colors all disappear, obliterated by the winter snows, leaving only the wind moaning at the edges of the windows.

Everywhere, there is snow. It covers the houses, the streets. The ice on the frozen canals is blanketed in powdery white. Day and night snow falls, while the wind, wailing down the wide boulevards, sweeps it into hills and valleys. In early November, Saint Petersburg is cold, harsh, and glorious.

But in the uppermost gallery of the Imperial Theatre, high above the stage, the heat rising from thousands of enraptured bodies renders the air stifling. Here, where the environs are unsuitable for ladies, only men are permitted. They roost in narrow rows, mercilessly squeezed onto hard wooden benches, delighted to be there. They understand not a word being sung, and have only the vaguest notion of what sort of entertainment an opera is meant to be, but every perch is enthusiastically occupied.

Ivan Sergeyevich Turgenev, unaccustomed to such claustrophobic conditions, is much too expensively dressed for such a cheap seat. His long legs are bent at an excruciating angle, knees to chest, and he hunches his broad shoulders to avoid the men on either side of him. When he arrived, he found the situation so untenable, he thought of escaping at the first interval. But then she appeared onstage, a tiny figure so far below him that through his opera glasses, she appears both real and imaginary.

Her voice though, her voice is so close beside him, she might be singing softly into his ears, a voice so beautiful, he wants to die listening to it. The sound that pours so smoothly into his ears flows down through his body, reverberating in his chest and belly, pulsating between his legs. And he stays, although he is unable even to adjust his feet without treading on his neighbor.

At the final curtain, he scans row upon row of red and gold boxes, watching the aristocrats, the intelligentsia, the merchants, even the wealthy Jews of Saint Petersburg; the audience is in a frenzy. Women dressed in white gowns and covered in gems frantically tap gloved hands against folded fans, and men in a splendor of uniforms applaud wildly. Young dandies in the stalls throw their top hats into the air, calling “Viardot! Viardot!”

The curtains part, and she steps into the spotlight. Pauline Viardot-Garcia, so small yet so majestic, sinks into a deep curtsy, lifts her head, and crosses her hands over her chest. Through his opera glasses, he can see that her strange, dark face is covered with bewildered tears, and he weeps with her.

Then she is gone, and the enormous chandelier is lit, illuminating the hall.

High above in the gallery, men climb over Ivan’s knees, thrust elbows into his back as they push and shove one another toward the interminable stairway that leads down to the street. For three-quarters of an hour, he is unable to move, oblivious to the rough valenkis that trample his calfskin boots. He imagines her reclining in a dressing room filled with flowers, a gossamer robe revealing the contours of her body, soft black hair flowing over her shoulders.

Until an old usher leans over him, breath sour with the remnants of cabbage and onions. Ivan Sergeyevich raises damp eyes and hurries off.
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It is his habit to read the newspapers, and the newspapers are filled with Pauline Viardot-Garcia, only twenty-two years old, young heiress to a family of deities, sister of the immortal soprano Maria Malibran, and daughter of the great Spanish tenor and composer Manuel del Populo Garcia, who took his family from Spain to Paris to further his career, dropping the accented “í” in his name at the border. Saint Petersburg has not had a season of Italian opera in twenty years and has gone mad for it. In the salons, he hears no one speak of anything else. Performances are always sold out, which is why even a wealthy young lion like Ivan Sergeyevich has had to settle for the cheapest seat.

In the newspapers, he reads that before every performance, crowds brave the punishing cold to wait for la Garcia to emerge from her apartments at Demidov House. They surround her carriage, climbing onto the driver’s bench, clinging to the door handles. The emperor has sent his own guards to protect her.

Ivan Sergeyevich has seen drawings of her gowns, her dressing room—and her husband, a slight man with an impeccable arc of pomaded hair and an insipid moustache. He has read that this husband has a penchant for art and a passion for hunting, and that he is old enough to be his wife’s father. And Ivan Sergeyevich suffers at the thought that that man awakens to find the head of a goddess on the pillow beside his.

Ivan is desperate be near her, to speak with her, and he is not altogether without hope. His mother is one of the richest women in Russia, and his late father could trace his noble lineage to the fifteenth century. Ivan Sergeyevich is a spoiled Russian aristocrat like so many others, with German university degrees and spurious ministerial positions or military commissions. But he has written a verse-romance, Parasha, which has won the approbation of Vissarion Grigoryevich Belinsky, chief critic of Notes of the Fatherland, and has gained him entrance to the most exclusive salons in the city.
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He is riding in a wide sledge, frozen, not with cold—he is covered in layers of fur—but with apprehension. Lips dry and motionless, he says nothing as he watches the city streets glide by. Pedestrians trudge across the snow, bent over against the wind, their cloaks flapping behind them like wings. Sparrows and pigeons pick through frozen horse droppings in the hope of finding undigested kernels of grain. A cloud of smoke rises as a door is opened, then quickly shut.

Ivan Sergeyevich is rarely silent. He hides a deep-seated insecurity in a superfluity of words. He has even been guilty of lying—never at the expense of another person, but merely to improve an anecdote—and sometimes, for the shameful purpose of self-aggrandizement. His friends rarely object to his excesses because he is such an entertaining conversationalist. But this morning he has hardly uttered a sound. His companion, fat little Major Komarov, shifts under a pile of furs. “Are you unwell, my boy? Your brow is damp.”

Ivan makes no reply. In a few moments, he will meet her, Pauline Viardot-Garcia.

As the sledge turns into the porte cochere on the Nevsky Prospekt, the driver pulls leather reins, light as strings, bringing two prodigious horses to a stop. Under the critical gaze of the czar’s guards, he struggles to maintain his dignity as he leaps from his box and leans into the sledge to unbuckle his passengers from under their fur blankets.

Ivan Sergeyevich emerges and stomps on the hard snow as he shakes his garments into order. The morning sky is still a dull silver. In early November, the pale copper sun makes only a brief daily appearance before resuming its winter hibernation. Ivan looks up, scanning the long rows of windows, wondering which ones are hers.

He is a big man, tall and built like a bear, with a broad chest and shoulders, but his face betrays such a guileless spirit that he might give the impression of a simple, sturdy laborer, if it weren’t for the fact that everything about him exudes the softness and the near-effeminacy of Russian nobility.

Louis Viardot is waiting to greet them in the entrance hall. He is not the sort to kiss another man three times like a Russian, or even twice, as is the custom in his native France. Instead, he offers his hand to be shaken in the English manner. Ivan Sergeyevich is so agitated, he fears that his customary charm will fail him, and he won’t know what to do or say.

As he follows Viardot and the major down a corridor toward a closed door, the sense of her nearness grows. The major’s chatter, the elaborately inlaid wooden floors, the silk-covered walls, the embossed ceiling, all disappear and he is suspended in air, floating.

Viardot knocks, then opens the door without waiting for an answer, astounding Ivan with this husband’s sense of entitlement.

And there she is, seated at a table. The prima donna who brought thousands of Russians to their feet at the Imperial Theatre is no more than a slender young woman in a dark woolen gown, her shoulders wrapped in an embroidered shawl. Yet she exudes an aura of restless energy, like a bird alight on a branch, about to take flight.

Major Komarov marches into the room, moving stiffly, weighed down by his overabundance of medals and the rows of large brass buttons that form a curving path over his plump belly. Ivan Sergeyevich, in a blue swallowtail coat and checked trousers, follows timidly behind.

“Ma chère,” Louis says, gesturing toward the two men. “You remember Major Komarov.” The major bows from the waist and snaps back upright, then rushes to bend his head over Pauline’s outstretched hand. “Madame, permettez-moi. I had the pleasure of being in the audience to hear you in the Barbiere. I was stunned, Madame. Please allow me to add my humble words of praise to the storm of compliments you have already received.”

She nods, smiling, displaying a mouthful of startlingly white teeth. “The warmth and affection I have received from the Russian audiences have been extraordinary.” Even when she speaks, she sings.

Louis Viardot says, “And this is the gentleman I mentioned to you yesterday. Ivan Sergeyevich Turgenev has offered to teach you a little of the Russian language.”

For an instant, Ivan fails to realize that Viardot is referring to him, and then he panics, fearing that all the words he has rehearsed in his mind will escape him.

“Madame, hearing you sing has been the greatest privilege of my life.” His normally mellifluous voice is strangled, high-pitched, like an old woman’s. It’s an embarrassment that afflicts him in moments of great stress or even moderate mirth. Dear God, he thinks, she’ll take me for a eunuch.

Viardot nods at the major. “If you’ll excuse us, we’ll leave you for a moment. We have plans to discuss. Major Komarov has graciously invited me to visit his hunting lodge on the Finnish border.” He ushers Komarov through the door, leaving it open.

And Ivan Turgenev is alone with Pauline Viardot.

She gestures to a chair opposite her own. “Je vous en prie, Monsieur, please sit down. It’s kind of you to call on us this morning,” she sings. “I have so many questions to ask you. I’m hoping you will be willing to help me a little. I very much want to be able to perform something in Russian.”

She is even more magnificent than he imagined, at once as natural as a schoolgirl and as noble as a queen. A soft smile never leaves her lips. She tells him that she learned Spanish, French, and Italian at home with her family, where the three languages were spoken interchangeably and often in combination. She knows German and very much enjoys reading Goethe. She learned English as a small child, when her father performed in London and New York. Now, she hopes Monsieur Turgenev will help her to learn Russian so that she can communicate with her Saint Petersburg audiences directly. She understands that French is the language of their drawing rooms, but surely, Russian must be the language of their souls. N’est-ce pas?

She tilts her head to one side, and he is enchanted. She looks at him, her eyes still asking the question, as though his response will be the most interesting thing she will hear that day, and he is so terrified of disappointing her, he is unable to speak.

She is so unlike any other woman he has ever seen that he is unable to force his gaze from her strange face, the face of an exotic, alien being. Her eyes—so large, so black, encased by thick lids that give her an almost amphibian aspect—might be petrifying. But she looks at him so gently, smiles so softly, he feels as though he has been given some special dispensation, as though in her great wisdom, she has not failed to recognize the kindness of his heart, and so has decided to spare him. Her face, though hardly pretty, is so intelligent she is even more enchanting at close proximity than she had been through the barrier of opera glasses. It occurs to him that ugly women who please men must ignite more furious passions than earth’s most perfect beauties.

He is still silent, so she reaches across the table to find a piece of music. She says, “Eh bien, Mikhail Glinka had the kindness to bring me this aria from his new opera, Ruslan and Ludmila. I would like to sing it, but I would need to pronounce the language perfectly, and I am incapable of even reading it. Would you be willing to begin by teaching me your Cyrillic alphabet?”

Her eyes flash in his face like sunlight, and again she smiles softly. He stares at her without moving, without breathing. She asks, “Why are you looking at me like that?”

He goes red. “Forgive me, Madame.” He clears his throat, attempting to lower his voice. Their conversation reminds him of a duet between a cello and a piccolo, and he, alas, is the piccolo. “This... this is the first time I have had the honor of being in the presence of a great singer.” He is trying to imitate a bassoon. “Shall we begin at once?”

“Oh yes, please!” She claps her hands and the whole world is smiling. Her delight, her enthusiasm are so infectious, so genuine.

Eagerly, she picks up a sketchbook. “I have been studying the alphabet, trying to decipher the letters.” She points with the tip of her pencil. “This ‘A,’ is it like our French letter?”

“Yes, it indicates more or less the same sound.”

“More or less will never do. I will need to be precise.” She notes the sound of the letter in her sketchbook then, one by one, points to all the letters she recognizes. The “E”? The “O”?

“Yes, they are the same.”

“The ‘P’?”

“No, that has the sound of a hard French “R.”

“Ah, in that case, what is this backward ‘R’?” She draws it with her pencil: я.

“That is pronounced ‘ya,’ meaning ‘I.’” He points to his chest.

“Ya.” She points to her own chest, and he imagines small, round breasts beneath the embroidered shawl, the dark bodice. Then, with her pencil, she embellishes the Russian letter, giving it a nose, a chignon, an eye with a heavy black brow. She has made the backward R a caricature of her own profile. She turns the sketchbook toward him, giggling, her head inclined, shoulders rising, covering her mouth with one hand, and it’s as though the universe is laughing with her, the stars dancing to the music of her laughter.

He feels he has known her for years, and yet has known nothing, never lived until he saw her. He would gladly kiss every crease and seam in her dress, would kneel before the embroidered slippers that peep out under her hem. He could spend the rest of his life in this room, never leave this place.

Within an hour, she has placed all the letters of the Cyrillic alphabet in a neat grid on a page of her sketchbook with their sounds annotated. She consults her agenda, suggesting times for future lessons. He will see her again tomorrow.

But happiness has no tomorrow. It has no yesterday. It neither remembers the past nor thinks of the future. It has only the present—not an entire day, but an instant. And for an instant, Ivan Sergeyevich is ecstatic. He knows that he will see her again, and again. He will sit, as he is sitting now, near her, gazing at her, but what he does not know is that he will never again feel as he does in this instant, when all his sensations are so new and so sweet. He shivers inwardly, thinking that this is it, that he is in love.

Back in the sledge, he is motionless, afraid that if he moves, he will spill the feelings that fill him to the brim—sadness and joy, the desire and dread of life.

The major leans toward him. “How did you find Madame Viardot? Is she not remarkably ugly?”

In a squeaky voice, Ivan replies, “She has been called ugly, but how are we to define beauty? By the regularity of facial features alone, or by the grace of gesture, the subtle choice of dress, the gently modulated speaking voice, the brightness of dark eyes that seem always to be intrigued, like the eyes of a curious little animal? There is a frankness and good nature in her manner, a modesty. She is poetry. She is music. I bow down before her.”
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He thinks of her constantly. Only through the greatest effort is he able to think of anything else. He is sure that he is going mad, that falling in love with this woman will end all hope of finding happiness, and he tells himself that there is nothing he can do to prevent it.

When he awakes in the morning, his first thought is of Pauline. If it is the morning of a day when he knows he will see her, his whole being fills with happiness. His toilette, his hair, his clothing are always impeccable, but on those mornings, he torments his valet, checking again and again to be sure that no errant crumb, no stray hair has been overlooked.

His wealthy mother controls him with a grudging allowance she withholds whenever he displeases her. But he always manages to bring some small surprise along to his meetings with Pauline. He cannot afford to give her gifts of jewelry or even flowers, but he brings her a book, a copy of a Russian song, a poem.

His friends know him as a man who is always late, notorious for completely forgetting dinner engagements. But he is punctual for his lessons with Pauline. So eager is he to be near her, he leaves his rooms early, growing light-headed as he draws closer and closer to her, stopping the droshky before he arrives at her hotel, then stomping nervously up and down Nevsky Prospekt, too excited to notice the glacial cold, until it’s time to approach the czar’s guards at the porte cochere.

Often, when he is admitted to the Viardot apartments, Pauline is busy with other visitors, and he waits, nervously chatting with Louis Viardot until he hears the blessed sound of her voice calling his name. Even if he has seen her the day before, at his first sight of her he is astounded that this woman, whom he has thought of every moment, is really standing in front of him.

They speak in French, peppered with Italian and German. They begin to speak a little in Russian. They speak of the tales of Homer, which Pauline adores, of Goethe, of his Sorrows of Young Werther, which has touched them both deeply.

When his questions become personal, she tells him that if he wishes to know her, he has only to read George Sand’s novel Consuelo. She says that having in some small way inspired the protagonist of that book is the greatest thing she has done in the world, and he is astonished at her humility. George Sand, she says, is her dearest friend, her “Ninoune,” her mentor.

While he speaks to her of Pushkin, she sketches him, a lock of chestnut hair hanging over his forehead, and he tells her she has captured him perfectly. He sketches her in return, round eyes in an oval face, and she insists that he has flattered her. And then she smiles her wide smile and tells him how much she will look forward to their next lesson, and he knows that he has been dismissed.
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The Imperial Theatre, a shameless imitation of a Greek temple, seems to have been sculpted from the ice and snow that surround it. On either side of the great white marble façade, mountains of wood burn under wrought iron pavilions where coachmen and their horses gather to keep from freezing while they wait for their masters.

Ivan Sergeyevich Turgenev arrives early. Several anterooms prevent the cold from penetrating the theater itself. In the first, a butler takes his sable-lined overcoat and his overshoes. In the second, he is asked for his ticket, but he has no ticket. He cannot afford to buy a respectable seat, and there are no seats available at all, in any case. He mentions the Panayev box, saying that he is expected, that he is a guest. The usher is wary, but it’s risky for a lowly doorkeeper to refuse the request of an impeccably dressed aristocrat, and when he feels a five-kopek piece pressed into his hand, he escorts the young gentleman through the third anteroom and unlocks the empty box. Ivan Sergeyevich takes a seat at the front.

Ivan Sergeyevich is a frequent visitor at the Panayev Sunday evening salon, though he finds Avdotya Yakovlevna irritating. She is one of the most beautiful women in Saint Petersburg, her hair the color of champagne, her complexion pale as the inner petals of a camellia. She traded on her looks to marry a man above her station, a wealthy dandy with literary pretensions. Although she has never set foot in a kitchen, she is called a great “cook,” so adept is she at organizing charming dinners and receptions. As her parents were actors, she detests the theater but attends every performance, never missing an opportunity to show off her gowns and jewels.

He has counted on the Panayevs arriving late. By the time they enter the box, the second act of Il Barbiere di Siviglia is about to begin. Madame Panayeva notes his presence with a nod, maintaining her public smile, then retires to the red velvet divan at the back of the box with her husband.

The curtain rises on the lesson scene, a place in Rossini’s score where the singer is expected to interpolate an aria to show off her voice. Ivan Sergeyevich is leaning so far over the edge of the box he is in danger of falling, and his huge back and buttocks are the only view on offer to those seated behind him. But neither problem concerns him. Pauline Viardot is standing downstage. The orchestra plays the opening bars of “Oh, my Ratmir” from Glinka’s Ruslan and Ludmila, and the audience, recognizing it at once, erupts in cheers. Ivan mouths each word, each perfectly pronounced syllable as she sings it. They have been rehearsing it together for weeks. Her Russian is flawless.

The audience is on its feet. The ladies dab their eyes with their handkerchiefs whether they are tearful or not. Ivan does not drop his opera glasses, even to applaud. He remains firmly focused on Pauline’s expression, on her eyes, while, frantic with joy, he expresses the full measure of his enthusiasm with shouts of “brava!”
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In the desolation of a Russian winter, the richest young men in Saint Petersburg have filled Pauline’s dressing room with hothouse roses, camellias, violets. Bottles of Veuve Clicquot chill in ice buckets on a sideboard. Elegantly dressed women arrange themselves on green leather sofas. Men, brandishing medaled sashes, hold crystal champagne glasses in kid-gloved hands.

The floor is covered with a rug fashioned from the skin of a bear shot by one of Pauline’s admirers. She has had the animal’s four paws covered with small golden stools, and assigned each of these cherished seats—one to Colonel Igor Zinoviev, the hunter in question; one to Count Mateusz Wielhorski, a gifted amateur cellist; one to Stepan Gedeonov, the son of the theater’s directeur générale; and one to Ivan Turgenev, who, at the moment, has absented his assigned stool and joined Louis Viardot beside an immense porcelain stove.

He is nodding in agreement with whatever it is Viardot is saying, but he is too distracted to pay much attention, much too aware of Pauline’s precise location as she nears him, then moves away, greeting guests, squeezing hands. He is careful not to let her catch him looking at her too often, but there is nothing else in the world worth seeing. She is wearing a simple, white lace dressing gown, and a single lily adorns her chignon, yet every elaborately coifed and jeweled woman in the room is invisible beside her.

From the corner of an eye, he catches Avdotya Panayeva kissing the prima donna three times on the cheeks, then flipping open her fan and leaning in so close that only the extravagance of her coiffure separates her head from Pauline’s. He strains to hear what she is saying. Avdotya Yakovlevna finds it amusing to cause trouble.

Pauline is laughing, glancing at Ivan.

Louis Viardot, who has mistaken his wife’s glance as a signal directed at him, nods to Turgenev. “Perhaps it’s time I began to graciously show our guests to the door.”

Ivan Sergeyevich watches them retrieve their hats and walking sticks, cloaks and gloves, all of them aristocrats, superfluous people who exist for no reason, happy and satisfied with themselves. When they arrive at wherever it is they are going next, they will boast that they have just come from the dressing room of Pauline Viardot.

Stepan Aleksandrovich Gedeonov remains seated, his slender bottom stubbornly perched over the golden paw. The very eligible son of the theater’s manager, he arranged this dressing room under the stage for Pauline and furnished it handsomely, makes sure that it is kept warm, and that all Saint Petersburg knows that it is he whom she can thank for it. Ivan has no intention of allowing Stepan to outlast him.

Louis Viardot spreads his arms to encompass the two young men. “You are both joining us for supper, we hope? Pauline? Shall I wait for you to dress?”

“No, I won’t keep you. Our other guests will have already arrived at the restaurant. You had better go on ahead with Stepan Aleksandrovich. Ivan Sergeyevich will escort me. Will you send the sledge back for us? I won’t be long.” She tosses a reassuring smile at Stepan.

When offered a chance at joy, an older man approaches it with trepidation, knowing that it has its consequences. He examines it, turns it over, looks for flaws, asks for guarantees. At twenty-five, Ivan simply seizes it. He is alive in a way he never thought possible. Every sensation is overwhelming, every sound, every smell, the perfume of the flowers that fill the room, the restless shadows that dance against the walls behind the oil lamps.

As the door closes behind Viardot and Gedeonov, Pauline disappears behind a screen with her hearty Alsatian femme de chambre. Ivan is desperate to look, to catch a glimpse of a naked arm, a shoulder, but he dares not risk it.

Moments later, she reappears in a green velvet gown, relaxes onto one of the leather sofas, kicks off her slippers, leans back, and folds her legs under her skirts. Her huge black eyes fall on Ivan, landing gently.

“I have heard nothing but compliments. You are the only person I can trust to be truthful. Tell me honestly, how was my Russian pronunciation? Is there still some champagne? I think I can allow myself a sip.”

Her eyes have paralyzed him. What was it she said? Champagne. Yes, champagne. And she asked him something else. Her Russian.

“Your pronunciation was perfect, like a true Muscovite!”

His hand shakes as he fills her glass.

She asks, “What’s the matter? Your face has gone completely white. You are ill.”

“It’s just a headache. I... suffer from headaches.”

“Geneviève! Bring my cologne and a handkerchief. Ivan Sergeyevich, come sit here beside me. Close your eyes.”

She dabs his temples. “This always helps me. How do you feel?”

How can he describe to her how he feels? He is being carried on the wings of an angel. She touched him. With her own hands, she cooled his brow.

“Better. I feel better.”

“Better? Are you sure? Because I ought to say something you may find a little unpleasant.”

Surely, nothing could be unpleasant, not tonight.

“Madame Panayeva is annoyed with you. She told me that you stole into her box, and that during the ovations you screamed so loudly there were complaints.”

He giggles with relief. “Avdotya Yakovlevna is absurd.”

Pauline inclines her head, laughing, her shoulders rising. She is more beautiful than any woman he has ever seen. They are laughing together, looking at one another. Laughter fills his body, lifts him like a balloon. He is wafting beside her, weightless.

Until she looks away.

“Madame Panayeva told me something else. I will tell you precisely what she said. She said that if my name is mentioned in conversation, you begin to tremble, that you tell everyone that you are in love with me, that you proclaim it in every drawing room to anyone who is willing to listen and even to those who are unwilling. She said it would be difficult to find a man more desperately in love.”

Time stops. The lamplight ceases flickering. She knows. But why shouldn’t she know? He wants her to know. She asked him to stay behind. She asked him to sit beside her. Her magnificent hands cooled his brow.

“I am in love with you. That is the misfortune that has befallen me.”

She gets up and crosses the room, stands with her arms folded across her chest. He thinks she looks as though she is covering her heart to protect it.

“Is it true? Are you seriously in love with me?”

“Yes... yes. I love you, stupidly, madly.” He speaks with the voice of a man who has been diagnosed with a terrible illness and is asking whether the disease will be fatal. His hands are shaking again, not with fear or boyish shyness, but with sweet horror at the realization that he has confessed.

Her voice is a melodious murmur. “You are certain you are not exaggerating? You are absolutely sure?”

“Oh yes. I have no doubt at all.”

“Ivan Sergeyevich, I am so sorry. I hope that I am not at fault, although I suppose that I must be. Truly, I could not have known. A married woman, a mother, presumes, perhaps unfairly... Our talks have been... lovely, truly, but they have been conversations between friends, have they not? Nothing more has passed between us. You must promise that you will never speak of this again. Not to me. Not to anyone.”

He has lost her. He is tempted to fall to his knees, to beg.

“Forgive me,” he says. “Forgive me.”

She calls her femme de chambre who has been discreetly lurking behind the screen. “Geneviève, have you gathered my things?”

He looks up to find her smiling a little sadly at him. Smiling! Nothing has changed. He has not been banished.

“Ivan Sergeyevich, come, help me with my cloak. Louis will have sent the sledge back for us.”
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The Panayev’s rooms have been transformed into a garden. Potted magnolia trees in full bloom greet guests on the landings. Windowsills are blanketed in fragrant herbs. Orchids hover like butterflies around crystal lampshades. Tables overflow with blossoms. None of the luxuries of English or French civilization are lacking. Women in thin muslin gowns, creamy shoulders left bare to show off their jewels, are seated around the edge of the room, gossiping behind their fans.

Outside, a frozen splinter of moon does little to relieve the aching blackness of the night sky. The streets are silent and white, white. Wherever the eye travels, it finds only white.

Inside, the rooms are a kaleidoscope of light and color—the myriad greens of leaves, the violet, crimson, and fuchsia of flowers.

Outside, there is silence. Sleighs glide noiselessly over packed snow.

Inside, the rooms are filled with music and the percussive buzz of voices, accented now and then by a woman’s fluty laugh.

A long table is laden with elaborate platters of sturgeon, salmon, juniper-scented grouse, lashes of caviar, cherries in liqueur, borscht, pickled vegetables. Waiters in black jackets and white gloves offer champagne or vodka. In the kitchen, a French chef is putting the final touches on supper.

Russia still clings to the Julian calendar, which puts the new year thirteen days behind the Gregorian date. But on the thirty-first of December 1843, Saint Petersburg’s upper classes are ready to celebrate a western New Year’s Eve. The jewelers at Gostiny Dvor bazaar have been busily cleaning and resetting the stones on dozens of tiaras. Color plates from the latest editions of Le Bon Ton, Journal des Modes have been studied and copied, passed from hand to hand, from dressmaker to dressmaker. No Parisian salon is more fashionable than this Saint Petersburg gathering.

Ivan Sergeyevich is dancing. He is a superb dancer, and he loves to dance, but he has never before danced the way he is dancing tonight. Pauline has danced with him four times—a quadrille, a mazurka, a polonaise, and now, a waltz, a breathless, whirling waltz. They are turning, spinning, gliding. Beneath his hand, he feels her slender waist, only slightly restrained with light stays. Her skirts swirl around his legs. Their bodies move together, deliciously, ecstatically. He is laughing, laughing louder and louder as her laughter echoes his. He holds her gloved hand, squeezing it just enough to be reassuring. And every now and then, when he catches her eye, he gives her hand an extra little squeeze, as though sharing a secret.

Everything is in confusion. His nerves are tight as harp strings, his whole being is filled with one sensation, one idea, one desire. She looks up at him, her head thrown back. What a noble face, what wide eyes, bright, a little wild, nostrils open, breathing eagerly.

And the music stops. Supper is announced.

She drops his hand. They stand together without speaking, both of them panting softly. She looks around. “The others have all gone in.”

He is about to offer her his arm. But she reaches up, takes his face in two gloved hands, and kisses his mouth. He is almost too shocked to feel her lips against his and has to convince himself that this is really happening, that she is kissing him.

“There,” she says. “Now everything is as it should be!” And she hurries off in search of her husband.

Even at the young age of twenty-five, Ivan is sophisticated enough to know that there are infinite gradations between the status of a woman’s friend and that of her lover, and a man is seldom simply one or the other. Pauline has offered him her friendship. Her playful kiss, he knows, was not a promise of love, but he is flying on the hope that it was a hint love might be possible.

That she spends the rest of the evening at her husband’s side, returning steadfastly to a man she never left, does not dash his hopes or even discourage him. He can be patient. He knows he will love her for the rest of his life.

After supper, as the guests mingle in the salon where pastries and chocolates have replaced coulibiac and caviar, Avdotya Panayeva accosts him as though he owes her something, trapping him in conversation while following his eyes across the room to Pauline.

“Do you think you are a shallow man, Ivan Sergeyevich?” she teases. “You are very amusing, but you must know that you are accused of being shallow. Your friend, Vissarion Belinsky, defends you. I have heard him say that ‘Turgenev wrote Parasha and shallow people do not write that sort of thing.’”

“I assure you, Madame, from the depths of my heart, that I am the shallowest of men, but I know how to love good people.”

[image: image]

The artist draws back the curtains and places a chair beside the window. The languid December sun, he says, will complement Madame Viardot’s features.

Prince Volkonski, director of the Imperial Theatres, has demanded a portrait of his prima donna, but no such portrait is painted in Russia without written authorization from the czar himself. Pyotr Fyodorovich Sokolov was the only possible choice. He is the court favorite, commissioned to portray the czarina, the princes, and princesses, the grand dukes and duchesses of the Romanov family.

Pauline had seen enough of Sokolov’s work to realize that he became fashionable by brazenly flattering his subjects. Even so, most of them optimize their appearances with elaborate hats, intricate coiffeurs, fur pieces, important jewelry.

She will have none of that. She is wearing a plain day dress with a lace collar, her hair sleeked back in her usual chignon.

Seated on a straight-backed chair, her hands folded in her lap, she faces Sokolov squarely without smiling, watching him assess her with his artist’s eyes. The expression on his face tells her that he objects to her lack of ostentation. He, himself, is expensively dressed, although he keeps his beard unshaped and his hair long to reassure his aristocratic clients of his creativity.

As a cloud slides slowly across the sun, Sokolov moves around the room, lighting lamps, repositioning them. He circles Pauline, searching for the most attractive angle.

“If you would be so kind as to turn your heard toward me.”

She has already begun to feel bored. “You will not object if my pianist accompanies your work?”

To sit still doing nothing all afternoon would drive her mad, so she has arranged to review her next role. The rehearsal pianist the theater management has sent her is a myopic conservatory student whose thick spectacles torment him by sliding down his long greasy nose. He pushes them back up with one finger, bends his head close to the music, then attacks the keys as though he is afraid they might attack him first.

Pauline continues to stare at Sokolov but she is with Mozart now, with Zerlina, a country girl, swept away by the advances of the handsome nobleman Don Giovanni. Là ci darem la mano, e mi direi di si. Give me your hand and say “yes.” Perhaps she should turn to Don Giovanni and then turn away as she sings her reply. Vorrei e non vorrei. I would like to and I wouldn’t... No, Zerlina is no silly flirt. She is a child of the South, like Pauline herself, a young Spanish woman, born with an ardent nature. Don Giovanni must fascinate her, the way a serpent fascinates a bird. She should be bold, spirited, yet too weak to resist him. Yes. No. She would like to, but she had better not. Tempted, not tempted. Turgenev, not Turgenev.

Turgenev! His face, helpless but unashamed, his eyes, soft and affectionate. Many admirers stare at her. But Turgenev isn’t curiously gazing at a prima donna. He sees a woman. When he looks at her, she sometimes feels she is in danger. God knows where that would lead. Peace of mind is the best thing in the world.

Vieni mio bel diletto! Don Giovanni sings. Come my beautiful darling. Then Zerlina’s reply. Mi fa pietà Masetto. But I pity my husband. Presto, non son più forte. Soon I won’t be strong enough to resist. Non son più forte, non son più forte. Not strong enough, not strong enough.

Sokolov steps back for a long look at his subject. “Your face has taken on a lovely softness, Madame, something liquid in your eyes. Perhaps the reflection of a pleasant thought? I will try to capture it.”

Pauline pinches the back of her hand hard.

“One moment! Forgive me, Monsieur Sokolov.” She turns to the pianist. “Please move on to the second act. The duet with the husband, with Masetto.”

MARCH 1844
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LENT HAS BEGUN, AND THE OPERA season has ended. With the noise of rehearsals, performances, and receptions stilled, Pauline is becoming restless. In the silence, she has begun to think of those closest to her. Her two-year-old daughter Louisette has been billeted for months at Nohant in the south of France, watched over by George Sand and Frédéric Chopin, aided by a nurse and a nanny. George sends cheerful reports on Louisette’s progress, each paragraph a knife thrust into Pauline’s belly. The child is walking, now; the child is losing her baby teeth; the child chatters like a chaffinch.

Alone at a table by the window in her study at Demidov House where she has so often met with Turgenev, she is trying to draw her little daughter’s portrait from memory, and it is not going well. Already this morning she has completed pencil portraits of her beloved ninoune George Sand (with braids wound round her ears, not sparing her double chin), her dear Chip-Chip, Frédéric Chopin (only slightly exaggerating his long nose), her older brother Manuel, a singing teacher at the Conservatoire de Paris (elegant, with a fine mustache), and her sweet mother, Joaquina Garcia-Sitchès (matronly, in a demure lace cap). She hopes that by drawing them, she will manage to bring them closer to her, and she has given them all mouths that smile at her, eyes that gaze at her affectionately. She plans to have the portraits copied and sent to France, more convincing versions of those perfunctory little notes designed to assure loved ones they haven’t been forgotten.

Louisette’s portrait is proving to be difficult. What must she look like now? Pauline hasn’t seen her daughter in months, and children of that age change almost daily. Is it possible she would no longer recognize her own child? She sketches a round baby face, a halo of curls, pauses, lost, her pencil hovering over the paper. Outside her window, the snow shivers in the wind as it falls, and she pulls her shawl closer around her throat.
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