

[image: Image]






Thank you for downloading this Scribner eBook.





Join our mailing list and get updates on new releases, deals, bonus content and other great books from Scribner and Simon & Schuster.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP








or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com








[image: Image]





For my mother and father




The distinction between past, present and future has only the significance of a stubborn illusion.


ALBERT EINSTEIN


Letter on the death of Michele Besso
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He sees her bathed in dawn light, face pressed against the claw-marked wall. He pictures her with her back turned, one arm covering her head like a beaten child. There in the cell she reaches for untainted beauty, for memories she can embrace without fear. They offer no protection, no pardon, only passage to a different place, a place transcending sin and retribution. Now it’s all over, this is how he sees her: a prisoner, beyond the reach of a pardoning God, still craving redemption.


•  •  •


At 6 A.M. they start up the trucks in the yard. Heavy two-stroke engines pounding the air, fan belts screeching. The trucks aren’t going anywhere. The first morning she wondered why they didn’t move off. Then later someone told her: they start the engines to mask the sound of shooting.


Now it’s the sound that wakes her every day. It steals into the vortex of her dreams, and then she’s bolt awake, listening, waiting for the engines to cut out again. If the engines cut out, it means the danger’s past. You’re going to live at least another day.


Moscow, July 1921. The summer she should have died with all the others.


No one speaks when the engines are turning. Eight women, crammed onto lice-ridden bunks, they lie silent, staring, as the sulphur stink of diesel slowly creeps into their nostrils. Some of them know why they’ve been arrested. Others don’t. One old woman has been here a year without even being questioned.


Over the throaty pulse, muffled explosions. Sometimes you can’t be sure if you really heard them or not. Firing squads are officially decried nowadays, likewise the tradition of handing out a blank with the live rounds, so no one can be sure who the killers are. Now they make you kneel down, and shoot you in the back of the head. It’s messier. Blood and brains blow backward no matter how you angle the revolver. They say the executioner needs a clean uniform every day. But it’s a statement untainted with apology. Bloodshed is a touchstone of proletarian resolve, sanctioned and celebrated at the highest level.


One morning, a girl of Zoia’s age had a breakdown, started screaming like someone was tearing her eyes out. Nobody tried to console her. They were afraid of drawing attention to themselves. There are spies among the prisoners. Any kind of fraternization is dangerous. So, as always, they just went on lying there, listening to the engines, trying not to think. A couple of the women muttered prayers, beseeching mouths twisted toward the blistered ceiling.


A few days later they took the girl away. Everyone knows what happened to her. If the guards tell you to leave your possessions behind, it means they only want to interrogate you. If you’re told to bring them with you, it’s the end.


A thing she noticed from the start: the voices of the guards are always bored, like this is a queue at the post office or the bank, like you’re asking for something the system doesn’t cater to, making a damned nuisance of yourself just being there. They sound bored whatever they say, even when what they say is a sentence of death. Most of them are Lithuanians or Asiatics, imported specially. Local men, even Russians generally, are eschewed. They’re too prone to talk about their work, and the things they’ve seen.


The girl had been told to bring her things. They dragged her out by the arms.


That was yesterday. Now the guards are coming back again. She can hear their leaden footsteps in the passageway.


Always Zoia closes her eyes.


•  •  •


The first time she stepped into Shchukin’s gallery was like stepping into a dream. The shapes and colors danced on the walls with a power and brilliance that was more than human. This was art as she had never seen it before, pictures she could not find words to describe, obscure yet compelling. A secret language she burned to know.


Zoia Korvin-Krukovsky, curious and defiantly pretty, with dark, heavy-lidded eyes, watchful and clear, three years before they arrested her.


Sergei Shchukin had been buying pictures since the 1890s, lining the walls of his mansion in Moscow. Two hundred and twenty-one canvases, bought or commissioned during his protracted sojourns in Western Europe, from artists no one in Russia had ever heard of. Zoia had been in Moscow a few months when Andrei Burov took her to see them. By this time both mansion and contents had been confiscated by the Reds and restyled as the Museum of Modern Western Art, complete with a pair of sentries at the door, bayonets fixed. Andrei was the son of a Moscow architect, and enthusiastically conversant with the French avant-garde. But that wasn’t why Zoia went along. The truth was she had liked him from the moment they met in the experimental chaos of a state school classroom. It was nothing to do with his looks: he was tall and skinny, with a beaky nose and bad eyesight. But they shared a desk together, and though the lessons were sporadic and disorganized, it had soon become obvious he was the brightest boy in the room. He was only two years older than her, but those two years had brought him a confidence in the power of ideas, confidence which even an empty stomach could not extinguish. He used to escort her to and from school, always mindful to be off the streets by nightfall, but she liked the idea of stealing away with him, in secret, of discovering places for the first time. Besides, she was in no hurry to get back to the freezing apartment in Arbat, which she and her mother and grandmother were forced to share with strangers.


He took her to Shchukin’s palace on her fifteenth birthday.


She tries to remember what she’d expected to see there, captures faint imaginary pictures: ladies in formal dress, posing with affected languor; rolling landscapes at twilight; still lifes with dead game and peeled fruit; nature mimicked in oil, stroked into immortality with faithful, practiced hands. Like the pictures that used to hang on her stepfather’s walls.


Nothing had prepared her for what she saw.


She remembers Andrei’s complicit smile as he pushed back the door of the great hall. She remembers the pearly sunshine streaming through the skylight, the echo of hushed voices like the rustle of wings. She was on the staircase when the figures jumped out at her. She remembers stopping dead, the pulse pounding at her throat.


The moment that changed everything.


Two huge panels: The Dance on one side, Music on the other. Towering figures, primal and prophetic. Swathes of fathomless blue and green. The first thing she felt was panic. The idea leaped into her brain that the Revolution had been here all along, waiting its chance to sweep away the rotten old world, and her with it. Shchukin had been hatching the new order in secret. A new language for a new age.


But she couldn’t take her eyes off them. They were essential, timeless. Beautiful, but about more than beauty. They beckoned her into a different world, like the hieroglyphs of an ancient tomb.


Andrei was watching her from a few steps down, trying to gauge her reaction. “Henri Matisse,” he said finally, as if there were some insight to be found in the name. “There are thirty-five more upstairs.”


Where did they come from, these strange visions? Where were they trying to take her?


Andrei dug his hands into his pockets, wanting some reaction. “So? What do you think? Was Comrade Shchukin wasting his money?”


She found herself blushing. The pictures made her blush. She picked up her skirts and carried on up the stairs.


•  •  •


Every day that spring she and Andrei went back there, or to Ivan Morozov’s Babylonian palace half a mile away. Morozov was another industrialist, now fled to the West. He had a taste for ornament and scale that Andrei disdained. On the staircase a massive triptych by Bonnard depicted the Mediterranean in different seasons. The story of Psyche was played out over eight panels in the music room, the nymph herself ostentatiously nude.


Morozov was the younger man, the man of appetites. His motivation was pride of ownership. He devoured Gauguin, Matisse, Cézanne. But there was no place in his collection for the melancholy dissections of the little bug-eyed Spaniard, the fifty-one Picassos Shchukin had amassed with cathartic zeal.


The difference in acquisitions wasn’t just about taste. Zoia could feel it. Picasso had entered Shchukin’s life just as the millionaire’s world fell apart. First disease took his wife. Then his brother and two of his sons killed themselves. It was in the aftermath of loss that Shchukin’s buying began in earnest: Picasso and Matisse, Matisse and Picasso. Works envisioned with the inner eye, works most collectors openly ridiculed. But this was not collecting for collecting’s sake. Shchukin was searching for something, and Death was his guide.


Sometimes Zoia would find herself shuddering in Shchukin’s house. Picasso’s twisted faces were like an icy draft at her back. It never happened at Morozov’s. At Morozov’s she even got a sense of connection, a delight in color and opulence that felt familiar. Memory of the Garden at Etten was her favorite picture, Van Gogh painting not from life, for once, but from his imagination. The two women in the foreground, huddled and shawled, were like characters from Russian folklore.


They kept their visits a secret. If Zoia’s mother had found out they were dawdling in galleries, she would have put an end to it right away. The city was running out of food. The Revolution was not yet six months old. Deserters and thieves still roamed the streets. God help anyone who went out in a good overcoat or looked like they might have money on them. Her mother kept them alive shoveling snow in the street, doing needlework, selling the last of the lace and jewelry she’d managed to hide from the soldiers. There was no safety anywhere. Sometimes whole families disappeared in the night.


In the hours before dawn, Zoia would lie awake, listening to her mother crying. It was a frightening sound. As a child, she had never believed her mother capable of tears, had assumed that they were the preserve of children. But she cried a lot in Moscow. The idea had been to go somewhere they weren’t known, where they wouldn’t be prey to malicious whispers. In St. Petersburg even their old employees—even the ones they trusted like family—had stolen from them, threatening to denounce them if they protested. But in anonymity was loneliness. It closed around them like a shroud. They’d burned every memento of their old lives—scrapbooks, correspondence, everything that betrayed past connections to the court. They burned letters that were entrusted to them by the ballerina Kshesinskaya, love letters from the czar. They even burned the photographs of Zoia’s stepfather. If only he hadn’t insisted on posing in his officer’s uniform. But they were to be nobodies now. They were to go unnoticed and unremarked upon, until the nightmare was over.


Sometimes Zoia’s mother would come to her bedside and stroke her hair. Everything was going to be all right, she would say. They would get their lives back when the Reds gave up on their foolish experiments. Or when the Whites closed in from the South.


Zoia would shut her eyes, and picture herself in the garden at Etten, feel herself in the presence of the solitary artist. She would gaze at the winding, dappled road, and try as hard as she could to imagine where it led.


•  •  •


After three days and nights in the holding cell they’d stripped her, looking for valuables. Two Chekist women did the business, handling her body like a carcass on the turn. Their hands felt like claws on her tender skin.


Then the first questions. An interrogator with a black beard. He wanted to know about her family and what she was doing for work. When she said her mother had gone to Sevastopol, they took her away again.


Six days in solitary, a hole without windows or light, except what crept beneath the door. Day and night, a sewage stench and the coughing of consumptive men. She screamed when she felt the cockroaches dart across her skin.


The second interrogation was longer. A man with crooked teeth and brown gums barked questions that made her jump.


So her mother and grandmother had gone to Sevastopol. Why?


Of all things, they had fixed on that.


The interrogator’s first hit the table. “Sevastopol: Why?”


There was one thing she knew they would believe: that they were trying to flee to the West. White armies had risen in the Ukraine and the Caucasus, the Crimea between them, low on Bolshevik support and ripe for the taking. Gleeful stories of counter-revolutionary daring were whispered among genteel refugees still hopeful of escape. How Krasnov’s Don Cossacks carved their way through jargon-bawling Red militia, lopping heads off in mid-slogan.


But it was an explanation she couldn’t use. Anymore than she could bring herself to tell the truth.


“My grandmother was sick. She needed to go somewhere warm.”


“I want to know why you went.”


“To help look after her.”


“Really. But you came back two weeks later. Weren’t you needed after all?”


He seemed to know she wasn’t telling the truth, although she couldn’t see how. The contempt in his voice made everything she said feel like a lie.


“I wanted to see Yuri. My husband.”


The interrogator grunted and rubbed at his jaw. It came to her that he had a toothache, an abscess maybe. She saw his tongue working the gum behind his lower lip. It was said that the Cheka’s torturers were all high on cocaine, supplied by their superiors to desensitize them and keep them in the job.


“Your husband, the traitor?”


She hung her head. That was what her mother called him, at least when she thought her daughter was out of earshot. She said other things too, like she should never have married him.


She felt the tears well in her eyes.


“And have you seen him?”


“No. He’s . . .”


“Of course not. He’s in prison. A prison for the criminally insane. But you knew that before you left, didn’t you? So why did you leave?”


Her mother had held out great hopes for Sevastopol. Before the war, people of her class would holiday there. In the summer they would promenade along the front while bands and string orchestras played in the cafés and the casinos. It was a place where matches were made and liaisons of a less reputable kind conducted. Every impediment to pleasure could be excised for the right price, and every embarrassing consequence.


Her mother had said they would make a new start there. They would put the past behind them. But it turned out she had in mind more than escape.


The interrogator was shouting questions again, about Sevastopol, about St. Petersburg. He wanted to know how she’d landed the interpreting job at the Third International Congress. Through the fear, it came to Zoia that there was, after all, no pattern to these inquiries. She was supposed to let something slip, that was all, to incriminate herself, or somebody else.


Maybe incriminating herself was the only way to stay out of solitary. Maybe it was better to die now than go slowly mad.


“What’s the matter with you?” the comrade interrogator demanded.


She realized she had been clutching her stomach. She forced herself to sit up straight.


“I’m bleeding,” she said.


The interrogator sniffed. Nothing new there. He riffled through a notepad that was covered in awkward, schoolboy writing. They had gone south, all three of them, hoping to reach the Whites. That much made sense. But then the girl had come back to Moscow. That was the part that didn’t fit.


Zoia thought he was all done when he leaned forward, fixing her with hard gray eyes.


“Your mother didn’t put you on that cattle train, did she? Ten days across bandit country, a pretty thing like you?”


His voice was suddenly gentler now, almost sympathetic. Out of nowhere she found herself sobbing openly. The interrogator took out a pencil.


“Now tell me. What exactly were you running away from?”


•  •  •


Five weeks on she hears the footsteps stop outside her cell. With the hum of engines the Lubyanka is a factory now, processing its human load in thirty-minute batches. A woman in the bunk below is praying again, although Zoia can’t make out the words. She’s praying it isn’t her turn. Or maybe she’s praying that it is.


The locks and the bolts take a long time to turn. The noise brings a familiar scampering with it, as a rat disappears down its hole. The Lubyanka is full of rats. At night they try to get up into the bunks. Given a choice, even they prefer meat that’s still fresh.


The guards bring distinctive smells with them: tobacco, gun-barrel grease, sometimes boot polish. All fresh new smells, smells of the outside. The stale sweat stink she used to notice on them is never there anymore.


Always the pause while they look for their quarry. She squeezes her eyes tight shut.


“Krukovsky.”


Her eyes blink open. She rolls over, sits up.


One of the guards is new. A Tartar boy, hardly any older than she is. The boy looks away, avoiding her eye.


That’s when she knows.


“Bring your possessions.”


One of the women lets out a whimper. Another rolls over, hiding her face. What comes to Zoia is that these are her last moments in daylight. There are no windows in the cellars. They are taking her down into the darkness, and she will never return.


She feels her limbs tremble as she gathers her things. Suddenly it’s the darkness she fears more than anything.


As they lead her away she casts a final glance through the small barred window high up in the wall. Above the dark roofs, the little square of sky is touched with gold.
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Death of “painter on gold” marks end of era


Christiana Lorenz, The New York Times


STOCKHOLM. A little chapter of history drew to a close yesterday in a wind-swept city cemetery, where a small group of well-wishers, mostly elderly, gathered to pay their last respects to Zoia Korvin-Krukovsky, the famous Russian-born “painter on gold.”


Korvin-Krukovsky, known to the art world simply as “Zoia,” was the last known survivor of the Romanov court. Born in St. Petersburg in 1903 into a wealthy family, she played as a child with princes of the royal blood, and was befriended by the czar’s mistress, the ballerina Matilda Kshesinskaya. At the age of ninety-six, she was thought to be the last person living to have met Czar Nicholas II. She died of multiple organ failure, following a battle with cancer.


Zoia studied under several teachers, including the abstract expressionist Vassily Kandinsky, and the Japanese master Tsuguharu Foujita. Foujita was one of a legion of painters—among them Modigliani, Picasso, and Chagall—who made up a notoriously Bohemian scene in the Parisian district of Montparnasse in the 1920s. It was Foujita who taught Zoia the art of painting on precious metals: the beginning of an extraordinary, if enigmatic, artistic journey, in which Zoia struggled to marry expressionist and colorist sensibilities with a deep and abiding passion for Russia’s artistic traditions—traditions under threat of annihilation in her native land.


She was later lauded in post-Communist Russia, where, in 1993, Boris Yeltsin arranged a special exhibition of her works inside the Kremlin.


Ironically, it was the intervention of an enamored Swedish Communist, that saved the painter’s life after the Bolshevik coup in 1917. Zoia had been imprisoned on suspicion of complicity in a counter-revolutionary plot. Her future husband, in Moscow for the third congress of the Communist International, pleaded for her release with the deputy head of the Cheka. Eventually she left Russia for Sweden with nothing but a small suitcase and a toy bear, inside which she had hidden a cache of religious icons.


Zoia’s private life was as mysterious as her art. She survived three husbands, but left no children. Would-be biographers who requested her cooperation were repeatedly turned down. Even those who gathered at her grave-side were mostly latter-day acquaintances who confess to knowing little of her early life. Whatever prompted this aloofness—an aristocratic upbringing, or something more troubling—it has not dampened interest in Zoia’s work. There is talk of a major retrospective next year, and an accompanying sale. Russian collectors, including the Hermitage Museum in St. Petersburg, are reported to be interested.


Almost invariably, death increases the market value of an artist’s work. But this is not simply a question of rarity. The work ceases to be of the present and becomes instead a tangible link to the past, to vanished perspectives and, in some cases, to lost worlds. Given Zoia’s history, the interest promises to be all the more intense.
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Swedish air space, February 2000.


The day he found the picture was the start of it. Looking back over the wreckage of the last three years, it’s clear to him: that was the moment she found a way back into his life. As if he had woken a ghost.


Everything had been moving forward until then, safely, predictably, shaping itself into something recognizably sound. The dealership was turning a profit. He had a young and beautiful wife. He had friends. But Zoia led him back into the shadows, one step at a time, needling him with questions he couldn’t answer and couldn’t any longer ignore.


The Chinese Princess in Paris, a picture known latterly as the Paris self-portrait. A work with an uncertain history. Oil on gilded oak, it was painted in 1929, a year Zoia spent among the artists and pleasure-seekers of Montparnasse, a year when the whole frenetic scene finally imploded, madness and death descending like a biblical plague on the high priests of excess. The subject was a young oriental woman in a gray silk dress, seated in a lacquered armchair. That this might in fact be the artist was only suggested years later, after Zoia reportedly hinted as much. In those days she could not afford to pay a model, she had explained to a curious visitor. So she had modeled for herself, experimenting with hair and makeup, and presumably posing in a full-length mirror. There was no known self-portrait from the Paris years. People started thinking the Chinese Princess must be exactly that.


Elliot had found it hidden away under the stairs in his father’s house, wedged between a pair of worm-eaten deck chairs. When he touched the surface, the dust came off as thick as paint on his fingertips. He dragged it out into the narrow hallway, saw the little arc of gold glimmering. It was only then he realized, with a welling, unsteady feeling, what it was he was looking at.


He wasn’t surprised at the dust and the neglect. What surprised him was finding it in the house at all. He’d always thought his father had destroyed it twenty-five years ago, or sold it at the very least. It was disturbing to learn he had kept it, had in fact been living with it all that time. Every night as he had climbed the stairs to his lonely bed, he must have thought of it down there, looking up at him with its dark, disdainful eyes, a reminder of everything he had lost: his wife, his son, his mind. The harbinger of ruin.


It was the one thing of value Elliot took from the house that day—technically tax evasion, since he was still months away from getting probate. (Everything had to be valued for the purposes of estate duty, right down to the curtains and the kitchen furniture, before he could legally help himself.) He wrapped the picture in newspaper and put it in the back of his car. At the time he had no sensation of engaging in a criminal act, of taking his first step into darkness.


For a week or so the picture stayed in the garage. Then he moved it to his study, and after that to the storeroom at his gallery on Westbourne Grove. He wasn’t thinking of selling it. He just didn’t feel like showing it to his wife, Nadia, and having to explain the whole story. He had a feeling she wouldn’t understand. She had never been one to dwell on the past in any case. “The dead cannot hurt us,” she used to say, some old Czech aphorism she had brought with her from the old country.


He never told her she was wrong.


For the first few weeks he did nothing. He didn’t know what to do. The picture wasn’t logged into the gallery’s books, so there was no point putting it on display. He didn’t even insure it. As far as the business was concerned, it didn’t exist.


Then one day, for no particular reason, he decided to get the picture cleaned. Suction did the job without recourse to water or solvents. The frame had taken a heavy knock somehow, and was split down one side. He had that seen to as well, but by a different repairer from the one he normally used. The day the picture came back he hung it up for the first time, over the fireplace in his office. It was the only available space, apart from in the storeroom. And he couldn’t put it back there.


She looked pleased with him: the Chinese princess re-enthroned. There was something condescendingly magnanimous in her eyes. Francesca, an art history student who was working for him that summer, recognized the style and asked him about the subject. Who was this Chinese princess? What was her story? Elliot didn’t know. He’d never handled Zoia’s work. Living artists, even those of Zoia’s age, were strictly not his field.


“Do you think it might be a self-portrait?” she said. “It’s such a playful title. And do the Chinese even have princesses?”


He laughed at the idea. It made no sense to him. They were not looking at pen-and-ink, an exercise on paper. This was a solid oak panel, painstakingly prepared and covered with twenty-four karat gold. In any case, why would an artist paint a self-portrait of herself in disguise? And then compound the deception with a mendacious title? Painters sought to capture the truth, like all artists: the truth within. What else was a portrait for?


It was only later he learned that Francesca might actually be right. First in newspapers, then in academic articles, the existence of the one-and-only self-portrait was treated as an established fact. If it was true, one of Zoia’s first forays into a medium that defined her, perhaps the first, was a kind of private joke.


He wonders if his mother had shared that joke when she bought the picture in the autumn of 1970, ten days before she died. He wonders if she knew it was Zoia she was taking home.


•  •  •


The Airbus banks, descending past towering cumuli. Then the coast is there beneath him, although not a coast in any recognizable form, a dividing line between land and sea. This is a splintered mass of rock and ice and gray-blue water stretching to the horizon, giving no clue as to which at last gives way to which. He catches the shadow of the plane skipping over snow and patches of dark forest, feels the speed of it.


Zoia’s home. Zoia’s place of rest. He pictures her body entombed in the frozen earth. Why didn’t he come long ago? he asks himself. And then looks around, wondering if he hasn’t said it out loud.


The blonde SAS stewardess is bending over him with a coffeepot, smiling with capped teeth.


“Mr. Elliot? Another cup?”


She must have read his name on the boarding pass. A touch of personal service.


“No, thank you.”


With a muted ping, the FASTEN SEAT BELT sign comes on. Turbulence shakes the wings. He’s never been a good flier. He finds it hard to trust, the way other people do, that all the endless checking and maintenance have been carried out with the necessary diligence.


He opens the cardboard file in his lap. It was sent to him by Cornelius Wallander, the art department director at Bukowskis auction house in Stockholm. Inside are press cuttings, obituaries, photocopied catalogs from past exhibitions, a syndicated essay by the Russian art critic Savva Leskov, first published in Le Figaro in 1989. It’s just the starting point for the fat, glossy catalog the auction house has planned for the Korvin-Krukovsky sale, a catalog it will be his job to elaborate and embellish into publishable form. Cornelius has high hopes for a faux monograph. Nothing substantive has been written about Zoia’s work in years, nothing on her life in living memory. With all the publicity the sale will generate, they might move a hundred thousand copies globally, maybe more. At forty dollars each, a useful source of extra revenue for all concerned. Cornelius thinks insights and details will be easier to come by now that the artist is dead and her effects are in the hands of lawyers and friends.


He runs his fingers over the type.


It was a surprise hearing from Cornelius after all that had happened. These days most of Elliot’s old business contacts keep their distance, as if wary of contamination. Elliot still remembers the call: Cornelius full of seasonal bonhomie, like it was just another Christmas, bellyaching about Y2K costs and millennial hysteria, he himself feigning enthusiasm for the ten empty days ahead. Then they were talking about Zoia’s death, the sale of her private collection, and the retrospective Bukowskis was planning. Somehow Cornelius had picked up on Elliot’s interest, knew he had started dealing in Zoia’s work in a small way. He was kind enough to say that he would consider it a personal favor if Elliot would write the catalog, as if there weren’t junior staff at Bukowskis who were perfectly capable. It was the one welcome surprise of the festive season, a gesture of friendship from an unexpected quarter, maybe even a first step back to the life he once had.


Good old Cornelius.


Elliot flips through the cuttings. The Leskov essay is the most useful item, an attempt to place Zoia in a Russian art–historical context. Her foreign influences and studies have always made the nationalistic approach problematic, but Leskov has an understanding of Russian undercurrents that most Western critics can’t match, and his analysis still holds sway.


Elliot rereads the essay, drawn in by its confident, proprietorial tone. Russians on Russians. There’s always a suggestion in such pieces that it takes one to know one. That even a command of the Russian language, such as Elliot has, is not enough, especially when the subject has a spiritual dimension. And, as far as Leskov is concerned, this subject clearly does. Zoia’s calling was not one that followed the Western tradition of individual expression, he says. Zoia was not exploring her inner landscape through a language of color and form, as Vassily Kandinsky, her one-time teacher, demanded. She was preserving a Slavic artistic tradition, one that her Westernized enemies were determined to erase, along with the last traces of despotism and fatalist religion. Hers was an art of contemplation, a shining mirror on a mystical universe, at the heart of which dwelt a single, unknowable God.


The plane swings out to the northeast, dipping beneath a cloud layer into the rays of a wintry sun. Somewhere, a few rows back, a child begins to cry. Elliot closes the folder and looks out of the window.


All he can see to the far horizon is ice.
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There were four passengers aboard the airport bus. Elliot sat surrounded by empty seats, watching snowflakes materialize out of a black sky. Points of light marked the waterfronts and harbors, the promise of coziness radiating through the windows of solid, stately buildings. Scandinavia was the real home of Christmas. In England the festive season was self-consciously worn, like a fancy-dress costume for hire: Santa Claus in the rain, pounding the shopping center in a nylon beard. It was something he’d always planned with the family—a white Christmas with reindeer and sleigh rides, in the land where his mother was born.


The bus rumbled along spacious, snow-dappled streets. His daughter Teresa was almost old enough now. Next Christmas would be the perfect time, or maybe the Christmas after, when his finances would at last be back on an even keel. He would get some friends together and organize a group. They would go sledding in the hills and watch the northern lights in the evening. This would be Teresa’s magic place, a place that would be with her forever afterward. And he would be there too, enfolded and preserved in a bright, inviolable memory.


A bell was chiming when he arrived outside Bukowskis. The building was like a Victorian doll’s house, immaculate period interiors visible from the park outside. The founder, Henryk Bukowski, had been a Polish nobleman, exiled by his country’s Russian overlords. He’d been the first to introduce cataloged auctions to Sweden, cleaning up when King Charles XV’s vast art collection went under the hammer in 1873. His company had been the top dog in Northern Europe ever since, its seasonal auctions the premier sales events in the buyer’s calendar. In between times, the big-ticket items, from Empire furniture to Plexiglass sculpture, were displayed as if in a private house, in appropriately decorated rooms.


He stepped out of the taxi and stood looking up at the classical facade while the driver retrieved his bags. His last visit, three and a half years ago, had been prompted by very different motives: Marcus Elliot, the dealer, had come to buy. Art and artifacts entombed inside the Soviet bloc for sixty years were at last finding their way on to the market—icons hidden under floorboards or pillaged for state museums, artworks misattributed or mislaid, paintings and craft goods reclaimed by exiles and redeemed for cash. Meanwhile, new buyers were emerging from post-Communist rule: the nouveau superrich of privatized industry, media moguls, and oil magnates, men whose hunger for the trappings of old money was matched by the ferocity of their national pride. Good markets, if you knew how to tap them. Potential margins far greater than a middleman could expect recycling Dutch genre product or the work of third-rate Impressionists. Less risky too, or so he’d thought.


He paid the driver and headed for the doors, narrowly avoiding a skateboarder in an Andean wool hat. The youth made a whooping noise as he slalomed by, bringing Elliot to a sudden halt.


Something up ahead caught his eye. A face, framed in the molded plastic of a wing mirror. A woman. For a moment he thought it was the stewardess on the plane, the one who had known his name. But that was impossible.


She was sitting behind the wheel of a battered white Volkswagen Polo. Peering through the back window he glimpsed a head in silhouette, wearing a ski hat. She was speaking into a mobile phone.


•  •  •


Inside, the air smelled of floor polish and expensive perfume. Security men and porters lingered around the doorways. Professional women swept by in dark, crisply pressed suits. The girl behind the reception desk had ghostly pale eyes and short, white-blonde hair. She was talking into a headset when Elliot announced himself.


“Mr. Wallander will be down in a moment,” she said, gesturing toward a sofa.


He sat and waited. A trio of porters were maneuvering a large bronze nude through an upstairs doorway. It was unsettling being back. He felt the extent of his fall anew—felt it physically, as a prickly heat on his skin. Across the threshold of the main auction room, a couple of women were conversing sotto voce. In one moment they both turned and looked at him before disappearing inside.


“Marcus! So you’re here.”


Cornelius Wallander was redder in the face and looser at the jaw than the last time they had met. He took Elliot’s hand with both of his and shook it warmly. He was a big man, bald and bespectacled, irredeemably inelegant by the usual Bukowski standards. As a younger man, Elliot suspected, he had been shy. But with the years he had learned to satirize his own awkwardness, deferring with good humor to people—like Elliot—whom he considered more colorful or polished. The enthusiasm he brought to his work was also in his favor. Elliot had never seen anyone exude such pride in objects they did not own. Cornelius worshipped bold and beautiful things, as if those qualities, by their very proximity, somehow rubbed off on him.


“I so appreciate your coming. You look”—he took in Elliot’s face, hesitating—“well, Marcus. Very well.”


He sounded surprised.


“I appreciate the opportunity, Cornelius. It was kind of you to think of me.”


Cornelius took Elliot’s bags and tucked them behind the reception desk.


“Not at all, not at all. This job calls for something special. Not just the usual grunt work. I didn’t know where else to turn. Plus I knew you were a fan.”


“Yes, but how?”


“How?”


“How did you know?”


Cornelius grinned. “The international sale, autumn of ’96? You were outbid on a Korvin-Krukovsky. The Vase of Poppies, I think. You had to settle for something smaller.”


“The Shchukin Mansion, that’s right. You’ve quite a memory.”


Cornelius shook his head. “Just been working here too long.” He showed Elliot into the lift, all bustle and small talk now, as if nothing had ever happened. “What became of it, by the way, the Shchukin Mansion? Did you sell it?”


Elliot watched the doors slide shut.


“I sold everything, in the end.”


Cornelius blushed and pressed a button. “Of course, of course. I meant, did you sell it quickly?”


“After a year or so. To the Moscow Narodny Bank, London branch. Where are we going? Have they exiled you to the basement now?”


Cornelius chuckled. “I want to show you what we’ve amassed so far. You’d be surprised how word’s got around. We’ve already quite a haul.”


Elliot had anticipated that much. The upcoming auction, scheduled for early June, was not just a buying opportunity. It was a selling opportunity too, one not likely to be bettered for many years. Anyone who owned a Korvin-Krukovsky would be tempted to cash in.


“People want to be in stocks right now,” Cornelius said. “I mean, new economy stocks. That’s where the collectors of tomorrow will make their millions.” He stared at the brushed steel doors, frowning at his blurred reflection. “Frederik Wahl says we must prepare for the time when even fine art auctions are conducted online. We’re investing a fortune in new technology. Soon the catalog will be replaced by a three-dimensional virtual tour.”


“Then you won’t need people like me.”


The doors slid open. The space beyond was dark, lit only by red safety lights. Cornelius clapped Elliot on the shoulder as they got out, steps and voices echoing.


“We will always need people like you, Marcus. The experts, the initiates. Every tour needs a guide.”


Elliot had never been in this part of the building before. It was a kind of sub-basement, recently excavated or rebuilt, judging from the concrete walls and the cement floor. There was a steady hum of machinery: generators, boilers, and the complex of electrical systems that kept Bukowskis and its contents safe from fire, theft, and the ravages of climate.


Cornelius led the way along a wide passage, jangling keys in his jacket pocket, talking now about the inquiries he’d been fielding from Japan, the U.S.A., and Russia. The last exhibition in Tokyo, just five years back, had been a sellout. It was no surprise that there was interest from that quarter. American collectors were always a presence, especially where works had royal or imperial associations—as if there was something magic in regal blood, something their own world had irretrievably lost. It was the Russians, the newcomers to the market, that Elliot wanted to know about.


“As they see it, this work is a part of their history,” Cornelius said. “And they want it back. You can’t really blame them either, given what they’ve lost.”


It was an argument Savva Leskov had advanced in his Figaro article: now that communism was dead, Russia could drift into the nihilism of ersatz Western pop culture, or find herself again through a rediscovery of what she had lost. Zoia, stylistically, historically, fitted the bill to perfection.


“Who are we talking about exactly? I read something about the Hermitage.”


“The Hermitage, the Modern Art Museum in Moscow, plenty of private collectors too.”


Cornelius pulled out the keys. They stopped in front of a pair of reinforced wooden doors. Electrical cables trailed out of socket holes on either side.


“This room isn’t completely ready yet. But I’ve commandeered it, for private viewing purposes.” He undid the locks. A smart-looking brass one required turning with a ship’s wheel. “Plus I can’t help feeling Zoia’s work looks best in a plain setting, don’t you think?”


The doors swung back on noiseless hinges. The space beyond was dark and smelled of wet cement. A runway of red carpet had been laid down the middle.


Cornelius went in. “Are you ready?” he said, reaching for a panel of switches.


Elliot stepped onto the carpet, wondering a little at the theatrics, wondering what Cornelius was doing keeping valuable paintings in a place where building work was still going on.


“So how many pictures do you actually—?”


The lights went on. And then he was looking at it, blinking, stunned.


“Jesus.”


An avenue of gold.


There were eighteen pictures on either side of the aisle, mounted on tall, gray panels. Different subjects, different styles, he saw them, felt them, as a single radiant whole. Cornelius had turned them toward the door, so that they could all be seen at once.


An ambush of celestial light.


“Quite a sight, aren’t they? I’ve always wanted to do something like this. And there may never be another chance.”


He had arranged them according to subject: still lifes at the front, landscapes at the back, buildings and human figures in between. All on gold, gold that seemed to turn to liquid as Elliot walked past.


He saw his own shadow, his own nebulized image. And then he was remembering something from his childhood, from the days when his mother was still alive. They’d been in Spain, driving through some dusty inland town. His mother had wanted to see the inside of a church she’d heard of. He remembered walking into the cold musty interior, and seeing it bloom before his eyes: a wall of gold behind the altar—panels, icons, crosses, figures—everything gold, shimmering in the candlelight. He remembered tugging at his mother’s hand, wanting to understand what it meant, as she stood there motionless, captivated, serene.


“It took me forever to get the lighting right,” Cornelius said. “Even now, I’m not sure that’s even possible. With gold, you change an angle and you change everything. It’s impossible to reveal all the possibilities.”


It was true: looking in catalogs, you never got that sense of intangibility, the constant shift from light to shade. Photography revealed only one particular perspective, re-creating it in approximate yellows and ochers. The effect was dull, flat. Zoia’s gold wrapped you in light, like a mirror, while the painted image floated free.


In his essay Savva Leskov had coined a name for this effect: “iconographic dissociation.” He claimed the technique had been developed in Byzantine monasteries as an aid to the contemplation of the holy sphere, the Virgin and Child suspended between this world and the next.


The colors were vibrant. The paint was laid on in single strokes, composite hues visible in tiny eyelash curves. It was an exacting, perilous requirement of painting on gold leaf that once the paint was down, it could not be altered.


Cornelius’s display played havoc with the chronology. From the historical point of view it was nonsense. It suggested a plan the artist could never have had, individual works subsumed into a posthumous statement, a valedictory summation. But it grabbed your attention.


“Of course these are just the big ones,” Cornelius said. “We have others, smaller. Sketches too, and some costume designs for the theater. Rather good ones, I think. Of course there are some important pictures we haven’t managed to track down. The Paris self-portrait, for instance. No one seems to know where that is.”


Elliot leaned in closer to the Sunflower with Birds. The self-portrait was in storage in London, a fact known only to him and Paul Costa, the acquaintance who had logged it in for him.


“It’s the whole Foujita connection,” Cornelius went on. “It’s a big draw, especially for the Japanese.”


Most of her years in Paris Zoia had barely had the money for paint. But when she saw Foujita’s work on precious metals, she had fixed on it with a strange determination. Foujita didn’t take pupils. But he did have a certain penchant for round-faced girls with bobbed black hair—Europeans à la Japonaise was how Elliot thought of them. Maybe that was why the master had weakened in the end, sharing the secrets of his technique. The painting was a product of this time, one of the earliest examples of the painting on gold that was later to make Zoia’s name. There was even speculation that the work had been painted by Foujita himself, at least in part.


Either way, the picture would have made the perfect centerpiece for the show: the only known portrait of Zoia from the all-important Paris years.


“We’re hoping the National Museum will lend us the Oscar Björck portrait,” Cornelius said. “But you know how they are.”


“Maybe the owners will come forward nearer the time.”


“If we knew who they were, we could approach them. They could make a lot of money. But I’ve asked around the dealers, and no one has a clue where it is.” If he was being disingenuous, it didn’t show. “Maybe you’ll find something at the summer house, a settlement statement or something.”


“The summer house?”


“Didn’t I say? That’s where her papers are. In Saltsjöbaden. Plenty in Russian, I gather. So your language skills will be needed. I’ve arranged for you to go out there. Get a little background for the catalog. Some biographical details.”


The room felt cold. Elliot hugged himself.


“Okay. When?”


“Tomorrow.” Cornelius smiled, shiny cheeks colored in the golden glow. “I’m sorry it’s not the holiday time of year. But at least you won’t be disturbed.”


•  •  •


Cornelius was apologetic about the evening’s arrangements, or lack of them. His sister-in-law was in the hospital, and he had promised to take his wife to visit, he said. On trips in the past, he and Elliot would have dined on fish and reindeer meat in some authentic restaurant, getting merry on beer and shots of absurdly expensive vodka. But Elliot wasn’t wholly sorry to be missing out. There was only so much pretending you could do that everything was back to normal. And he wasn’t sure he wanted to go over it all with Cornelius—even through an agreeable haze of alcohol—or whether Cornelius particularly wanted to listen.


Collecting his bags from behind the reception desk, seeing the receptionist’s blank, perfunctory smile, it came to Elliot that certain limitations had, in fact, been deliberately defined. Cornelius had done him a professional favor, out of sympathy, out of respect for the good business they had done in the past. It was friendly, but it was not friend ship. It was not something that would be there for him, unconditionally. He had been given a chance. Somewhere down the line, he had earned that much. But that was all.


•  •  •


He stepped out onto the street. It was busier than before, office workers heading home through the light swirling snow, even some Bukowski people calling it a day. He looked around for a taxi, held up a hand as a pair rolled by without stopping.


The white Volkswagen was still parked there, twenty yards away. He saw the driver put down her phone, open the door, step out on to the road. She was wearing a parka, the hood pulled up. She was looking his way, checking the silhouetted figures that crowded the pavement around him.


She couldn’t be looking for him. He’d never seen her before in his life. He looked around. The two of them were the only people standing there.


She started toward him, walking fast. Her hands were buried in her pockets.


A car horn made him jump. A taxi had pulled up beside him.


Elliot got in.
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St. Petersburg Province, July 1914.


Through a haze of summer dust. Dust drifting in sunlight. Sunlight falling in scattered rays across a shaded lane. This was how she pictured the last perfect moments.


Vladimir’s mother had given him a kite. It was the biggest and most beautiful Zoia had ever seen. It was made of silk and painted like an eagle, with white pennants at the tips of its wings.


In a field outside the town, she and Vova—that was what everyone called him—ran across the mown hay, the kite held high above their heads. They tripped and fell on hidden furrows, tumbling over each other and landing in a heap of limbs and twine. They would stay there for a moment, breathing hard, feeling the unfamiliar weight of each other’s bodies, before scrambling to their feet again and running on. Vova’s face was tanned from the sun. There were freckles over the bridge of his nose, like constellations of stars.


“There’s not enough wind,” she protested as he charged off again for the fifth time. “It’s hopeless.”


He just smiled at her and shouted: “Come on!”


His voice was still high-pitched and boyish, though he was a year older than her. People said he took after his mother, Matilda Kshesinskaya, the famous ballerina, with his slim build, and handsome, delicate features. They never said he looked like his father, or, for that matter, who his father was.


She saw him reach the crest of a rise. The kite was trailing behind him, drifting out nine or ten feet, starting to make figure eights as it tugged at the line. Zoia was afraid its tail would snag in the grass.


The wind rose up behind them, gusting over the open fields. She sheltered her eyes as the kite tore away into the sky, jerking the spool of twine out of Vova’s hand.


“Grab it!” he shouted at her. But she didn’t move. The painted eagle was up above her, wing tips fluttering, climbing into the sky. She could feel herself growing small beneath it, a distant earth-bound thing, head longingly upturned.


Vova went tearing past, chasing the spool. His face wore an eager, elated smile. She saw his delight in this sudden moment of crisis.


“Qui-ick!”


She took off after him, bounding down the slope. The kite began to lose height. It looped toward the trees that lined the road, scaring a flock of birds that darted past their heads. Vova made a dive for the spool, but it was just out of reach. He slipped and went sprawling. Zoia jumped over his prostrate body and ran on, determined to be the heroine this time, no matter what it cost her in grazes and torn stockings. She laughed at the thought of her grandmother’s good-natured scolding, the faces she always pulled when she wanted to look scandalized.


Vova was well behind her by the time she reached the roadside. She could hear him calling to her. But she was too busy to look around. The kite had drifted out of sight beyond the treetops. She wasn’t sure if it had gone over them, or was caught up in the branches.


She ran around a corner, eyes fixed on the sky. It was more sheltered here, the foliage thicker. The sunlight was scattered into rays.


The stillness brought her to a halt. She was aware of something: a sense of straying farther than she should, like a child in a fairy tale.


Dust drifted by on the breeze. In the slanting light she saw patterns, swirls and eddies, infinite detail. She saw the world through a living veil.


The sound of an engine made her turn. It grew louder, then softer, then louder again. She couldn’t tell if it was getting closer. Sometimes she saw motor cars parked outside Kshesinskaya’s summer villa. Usually they signified the presence of important persons—Prince Dmitri Pavlovsky, the Grand Dukes Sergei and Andrei, General Sukhomlinov, the Minister of War, an old man with sad eyes who was always bowing. But it was rare to see them traveling about the countryside.


Vova’s kite was lying in the middle of the road.


“Vova! Vova, it’s over here!”


She ran toward it. Stopped dead.


A man was standing in front of her, barring her way. She heard a twig snap. Two more men were slowly picking their way through the bushes toward her. Big men. They moved stealthily, like hunters tracking prey.


She struggled to catch her breath. A voice in her head said run.


The first man wore a fat gold ring on his finger. He seemed to read her mind: “Stay where you are,” he said.


She had seen them before. They had turned up in Strelna a couple of days earlier. They weren’t wearing uniforms, but they were all dressed the same: in boots and long coats, with belts around their waists, although it hadn’t rained for weeks. They didn’t do anything in particular. They just walked up and down the streets, sometimes going into shops, sometimes lighting cigarettes and eyeing the people as they went by. Zoia had asked Vova’s nanny who they were, these men in uniforms that weren’t uniforms, but had received no answer. It was as if they were ghosts. No one wanted to look at them or acknowledge that their presence was anything out of the ordinary.


Finally a visitor from the court told Vova’s mother the secret: the czar was coming to the area, to attend military maneuvers at Krasnoye Selo. The strange men were secret policemen. They always traveled ahead of the czar because of fears for his safety. Every town and village along the way was inspected for signs of an ambush.


Until then, it had never occurred to Zoia that anyone might want to kill the czar, especially not here, just thirty miles from the capital. Vova said it had happened before, that the czar’s own grandfather had been blown up by a bomb as he rode in an open carriage, although he couldn’t say by whom or for what reason. Zoia didn’t say anything, but she wondered privately if he was making it up, if it was even possible that the anointed czar could be killed by an ordinary man. God had put the czar on the throne. So wasn’t it obvious that only God could take him off again?


Vova was still calling her. He thought the game had changed now, to hide-and-seek. One of the policemen reached into his coat, eyes searching the road behind her.


Zoia pointed at the kite.


“It’s ours.”


The engine sounds were louder. In the distance she could see a dust cloud rising into the air. Vova appeared at her side, face flushed, mouth agape.


“It’s him,” he hissed, and at first Zoia didn’t know what he was talking about. She had always imagined the czar on horseback, riding through the town as he had through St. Petersburg on the occasion of the Romanov tercentenary. She hadn’t seen him—almost nobody had, because the whole route had been lined with ranks of imperial guards in their tall feathered shakos—but the souvenir photographs had been eagerly handed out at her school.


The policeman with the gold ring shouted: “Get off the road!”


They stepped back, seeing the motor car now, black, open-topped, moving toward them at a frightening speed, a huge vortex of dust rising behind it. The policemen kept watching them, as if they might be about to try something, but that didn’t stop Vova from putting his hands over his head and shouting: “God save the czar!” at the top of his lungs.


And then there he was, unmistakably him, sitting in the back, staring ahead, motionless. If anything, he looked too much like the portraits and official photographs—the cut of his beard, his calm expression, his faraway, dreaming eyes—and it seemed somehow wrong to Zoia that there wasn’t something more, even in those few seconds, something that made being in the actual presence of the living czar, different, better, in fact more real.


She blinked the dust out of her eyes. Vova was on tiptoe, determined to catch the last glimpses of the imperial automobile. Too late, he had found a handkerchief in his pocket and was now waving it over his head. The secret policemen had already vanished.


Zoia went to retrieve the kite. It was lying in the road, broken and torn. The czar’s car had ridden right over it. She picked up the pieces and stood looking at them, smoothing out the fabric with the bird design on it.


“It’s ruined.”


Vova was still staring down the road.


“Maybe we can mend it,” Zoia said, trying to look on the bright side. “The silk’s all right. We can get some bamboo from the greenhouse.”


Vova came over and inspected the damage, running his fingers over a broken strut.


“Yes, the greenhouse,” he said absently, as if his mind was already on more important things.


•  •  •


The first time she went to Vova’s house, there had been baby elephants in the ballroom. They were available for rides, to the end of the rose garden and back, and had come as part of the circus Matilda Kshesinskaya had hired for her son’s birthday party. There were performing dogs doing back somersaults and walking about on their hind legs, dressed up as people. There were Chinese acrobats, magicians, and for the grand finale, an appearance by Vladimir Leonidovich Durov, the most famous clown and animal trainer in all Russia. He had traveled up specially from Moscow with a troupe of dancing monkeys and a large sow that read the newspaper between parachute jumps from the minstrels’ gallery.


Zoia’s parents hosted parties in Petersburg, but never anything like this. Theirs were smart affairs. The men wore medals, the ladies, sparkling jewel necklaces. Footmen in frock coats stood to attention at the doors, and the dancing was all minutes and Viennese waltzes. Usually Zoia was allowed to make an appearance, but not before her governess had tied up her hair and dressed her in her finest clothes. At one point in the evening she would be presented to the guests, after which she would recite a passage of French poetry, learned for the occasion. The guests would applaud, and her parents would beam, and then she would be escorted back up to bed, where she would relate her triumph to Mishka, her large toy bear.


That was what she liked most: seeing her parents smile, knowing they were proud of her, in spite of their long absences.


During the week she hardly ever saw them. They seemed to live in a different world. But at those parties, receiving the applause of a glittering circle, she had a sense of the gap closing. The approving smiles told her that one day she would marry well, which was the important thing, and bring sons into the world.


In Petersburg she had to dress up just to go outside. She would put on a cape and hat and long boots and follow her governess, Mademoiselle Élène, along the granite quaysides, past the embassies and private palaces of the aristocracy, with their austere, European facades. Sometimes her mother would come too, but even then Zoia had to walk behind her, by her governess’s side.


She remembered trying to get close enough that her mother’s sleeve might brush against her cheek.


At Vova’s house she didn’t have to worry about what her parents thought. She was free to do as she pleased. And there was always plenty to occupy her. There were animals everywhere: ponies, sheep, and lambs, the pack of terriers that followed Matilda everywhere, and some special pet pigs imported from the north of England. Musical soirées and dramatic performances were held several times a week. The house was always full of dancers and musicians and members of the court, who rode over from the czar’s summer palace at Peterhof. They made a point of being nice to Vova and his young friends, joining in whatever party games had been thought up for the day, and engaging them in conversation. The year of the big maneuvers, Grand Duke Sergei, who aside from being the czar’s uncle, was Inspector-General of the Artillery, took a whole day off from military planning to design a war game for them in the garden. He helped them build a wooden fortress in the middle of the ornamental lake—like the ones in Poland, that would keep out the Germans, he said—and two batteries of catapults that fired tennis balls.


One day it was announced that Grigory Rasputin would be visiting, accompanied by the czarina’s friend Anna Vyrubova, and members of her circle. Vova had seen Rasputin before, and would refer to him only as “the smelly priest.” He never washed, he said, and his beard and long hair were so dirty they were matted and stiff like a coconut. It turned out to be a strange day. Nobody came to play in the garden. Many of Kshesinskaya’s regular guests stayed away altogether, and those that remained were mostly very quiet, and as if afraid of drawing attention to themselves. Rasputin spent most of the evening sitting in the drawing room, surrounded by his entourage, saying little. He stared at Zoia when she finally plucked up the courage to present herself, looking her up and down with glassy, mocking eyes. He asked for her name, and who her father was, but Matilda, to whom he had addressed these questions, only hesitated and changed the subject. It made Zoia wonder if the stories of Rasputin’s mystical powers were true, if, as it seemed, there was some danger in his simply knowing your name.


The czar himself never came to visit, but everyone knew why that was. Once the young Nicholas had been in love with Matilda, but had been forced to break off the connection when he became engaged to the future empress. It was out of respect for the czarina that he stayed away. At school Zoia had heard it said that it was the czar who had built Kshesinskaya’s mansion in St. Petersburg, and that there was a secret tunnel connecting it to the winter palace—although this Vova vehemently denied. There was no tunnel, he said, and anyway his mother had paid for the house herself with the money she made at the Mariinsky Theatre.


If the czar was no longer in love with Kshesinskaya, the same could not be said of the Grand Dukes. Hardly a day went by without a visit from one or the other. The Grand Duke Sergei had reportedly built a dacha for her at Strelna, but it seemed to Zoia that Matilda loved the Grand Duke Andrei more. She was always glancing at him across busy rooms. And when she was beside him, her smiles seemed warmer.


The grown-ups who visited the house never spoke of it, at least not in her presence, but Zoia knew it was a subject of great interest. Whenever the ballerina rose to dance, or set off to pick berries or mushrooms in the grounds, heads would turn to see whose arm she would take. Zoia’s mother always asked her about it when she got back home, although she couched her inquiries in general terms. Which of the Grand Dukes were present? How did they spend their time? And so on. It was only years later that she revealed what she knew: that the Grand Duke Andrei was, in fact, Vova’s father.


•  •  •


Some things happened at Strelna that Zoia didn’t mention to anyone. There were sensations she could not name. Like the time Matilda’s young dancing partner, Pierre, came to play the war game. When a tennis ball hit him in the chest, he made a great show of being wounded, and then burst into song as he hit the grass, like a character in a tragic opera. Zoia was being a nurse that afternoon. As the battle raged on, with Vova leading an assault across the jetty, she knelt down beside the injured man, and dabbed his brow with a handkerchief. He let out a soft moan, his eyes still closed, then coughed pathetically. Zoia laughed and unfastened his collar. The flap of his shirt came open, revealing a triangle of smooth white flesh.


“Are you dead?” she asked. But Pierre did not answer.


She watched him for a moment, then, without thinking, reached inside the shirt and placed her hand against his heart.


She saw him look up and snatched her hand away.


He grabbed it with his. “Don’t you know, fair princess,” he whispered, “that only a kiss will save me?” He slumped back down again, letting his hands fall to his sides.


A small marble copy of Rodin’s The Kiss stood on a bureau in Matilda Kshesinskaya’s bedroom. Zoia had seen it there one morning while the maids were at work. One of them had giggled as she went over it with a duster. That night, while a dinner party was in full swing downstairs, Zoia had stolen up there with a lamp. Two lovers, naked. She had run her fingers over their perfect forms.


Now she sat frozen, breathless, not sure what to do, not even sure what she wanted to do.


Pierre’s mouth was fractionally open. Through the parted lips she glimpsed his white teeth. She felt something intoxicating and dangerous well up inside her.


And then she was leaning over him, heart pounding. His forehead was damp. His skin sparkled along the hairline. There was a faint, sweet smell like almonds. She closed her eyes as his breath brushed against her cheek.


Only a kiss will save me.


She felt his lips even before she touched them.


“Got you!”


He laughed and grabbed her by the waist. She screamed as he rolled her onto her back, and jumped to his feet.


“Saved! Saved!” he yelled, and ran off to rejoin the battle, leaving her sprawling on the ground.


She remembered watching him go, bringing her fingers to her lips. She knew she should feel ashamed of herself, but strangely, she didn’t.


At the water’s edge Pierre looked back at her and smiled.


•  •  •


Pierre was twenty-three years old and handsome. The ladies watched him closely when he danced, their fans fluttering like butterflies in the sultry evening air. But he wasn’t the only interesting man to show his face at the villa. There was a shy young violinist called Anton, not more than seventeen, who played once a week in the string orchestra. There were military cadets, who arrived in the company of elder relatives in their smart navy uniforms. And there was the boy who looked after Vladimir Durov’s dancing monkeys. He was a little short, and had a gap between his front teeth big enough to pass your finger through. But the monkeys seemed to regard him as nothing less than a walking larder, which was the funniest thing Zoia had ever seen. They clambered all over him, rummaging through his numerous pockets for nuts, without the slightest regard for decorum. Buttons were no impediment to their nimble fingers, and on one occasion they even succeeded in unhitching his braces, so that his trousers dropped to his ankles, to the indescribable delight of all present.


Zoia began to notice how men looked at her, how the young ones would blush, and the older ones smile when she looked back. Sometimes she wondered why they didn’t say anything, though, if they found her so interesting. Or why, if they did talk to her, it was always on some neutral subject like the weather or her schooling or the health of her relatives.


Standing one day before a full-length mirror, it came to her that their stares told them everything they needed to know. They could see inside her, and read the thoughts and feelings she tried so hard to mask. The idea was exciting, terrifying: that there was so much knowledge to be gleaned in seeing.


She placed an outstretched hand on her reflection, covering her face.
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Stockholm, February 2000.


Early the next morning Elliot rented a car and drove south, skirting the gray waters of the Saltsjön, then turned east toward the Baltic along boulevards of ponderous grandeur and stone. Most of the last day’s snowfall had been blown into cracks and crevices, etching the roof tiles and windows in white. Hunched pedestrians edged along the quaysides, squinting into a bitter wind.


A mile on, the nineteenth century gave way to the twentieth. Apartment blocks and silver chimneys stood sentinel among swathes of municipal woodland. He drove with a city map spread out on the passenger seat, flipping radio stations as the signals broke up or the music took a turn for the worse. Compressed, distorted voices leached through the static: German, Finnish, Russian. They screeched and babbled, drowning out the music on the classical station, then fading into background whispers. The nearer he got to the sea, the louder the voices became, something to do with freakish atmospheric conditions, he supposed. They crowded in, voice upon voice, beseeching, threatening. It spooked him, like walking through a graveyard and hearing whispers in the trees.


The horizon darkened as the city vanished in his rearview mirror. Oncoming headlights burned bright in the gloom, although minutes went by without him seeing any traffic at all. Four miles out on Route 228, it started snowing again, the flakes catching like fluff on the wipers. At a place called Fisksätra the map ran out. A mile on, the highway did too. He found himself winding through pine forest, passing entrances to private drives closed off behind iron gates.


With the snow, the road got slicker. On a hill he took a bend too fast, lost control, the car fishtailing, lurching to a halt against the verge. He got out to check if there was any damage. There were some nasty-looking scratches over the front nearside wheel, but nothing serious. He got back in the car, taking it slowly now. He wondered what would happen if the snow kept falling. In Scandinavia they were good at keeping their roads open, but he hadn’t seen any snowplows. Maybe holiday resorts out of season were not a priority. Maybe you were just supposed to sit it out until the thaw.


Some time around the middle of the century Zoia had started spending her summers on the outskirts of Saltsjöbaden, an hour away from Stockholm. The town had been a resort for half a century, developed as a nautical playground by a member of the Wallenberg banking family. A Swedish Newport, Rhode Island, its sheltered position at the head of the archipelago had attracted the yachting and partying fraternities equally—although in later, more egalitarian times, its grand hotels had played host to political conferences, chess tournaments, and festivals of independent cinema. As the years went by, Zoia’s stays there had grown longer and longer, perhaps because the peace suited her, perhaps because the city no longer did. There, at the top of the house, many of the gold paintings had been executed, painstaking labors of love the world was only ever allowed to see when complete.


It was a place Elliot had seen in his dreams.


The town didn’t look like much at first. The little there was in the way of low-rent accommodation was situated on the landward side: youth hostels, a camping site, chalets available by the week, all shut up now and silent beneath several inches of snow. It wasn’t until you reached the waterfront that the resort’s upmarket orientation became clear. Elliot passed yachting marinas, whitewashed mansions, a grand, turreted hotel. But the yachts were huddled together beneath tarpaulins, and nothing moved on the promenade but gulls. Out on the water, rafts of gray ice drifted on the current.


Cornelius had typed the information Elliot needed on a sheet of Bukowski writing paper, complete with a schematic map of the town:


Dr. Peter Lindqvist


Lärkvägen 31


Tel: (08) 7170139


Lindqvist had been Zoia’s doctor, and, in the absence of any family, it was to him that she had left the bulk of her estate, including the summerhouse and her private collection of pictures. Cornelius had been vague about the exact circumstances. The doctor had been in general practice and was now retired. He and his sister lived in Saltsjöbaden more or less permanently, and had tended Zoia in her declining years. It was he who had sent the collection—all of it, Cornelius believed—to Bukowskis for exhibition and sale. It was he who would benefit if the event were a success.


“You’ll find him quite cooperative,” Cornelius had said, as they were about to say good-bye. “But it would be as well to be discreet. I sense the man is anxious to maintain a low profile.”


•  •  •


Lärkvägen was a winding street a good half mile from the shore. The houses were modest, befitting seasonal use, set back from the road and small, a mixture of clapboard and stone. Number 31 was a flaking gray building with a sagging tile roof and windows picked out in a sober shade of green. From a flagpole, a faded Swedish flag flapped in the breeze. Elliot pulled up beside an old black Mercedes. He’d seen models like it in South Kensington showrooms—flat, square radiator, boxy, perpendicular lines—lovingly restored to mint condition, and breathtakingly expensive. This one had blistered paint along the bottom of the doors and around the headlamp fittings.


He climbed the steps onto the porch. From somewhere nearby came the loud buzz of machinery. He knocked a couple of times, got no answer, then set off around the side of the house, following the noise, conscious of how inappropriately he was dressed: his leather shoes and gray city overcoat. He hadn’t packed for a trip to the country.


At the end of a narrow yard a woman in a headscarf was feeding sticks into a wood chipper.


“Excuse me! Hello?”


The woman didn’t look up, intent on the gaping metal mouth, as it yanked the branches from her hand.


“Mr. Elliot, is it?”


The voice was behind him. Elliot turned. A man was standing by the rented Volvo, carrying an armful of freshly cut foliage. He wore an oily-looking leather coat, and woolen trousers tucked into the tops of his boots.


“That’s right. Dr. Lindqvist?”


Elliot stepped back down onto the driveway, trying not to slip on the impacted snow.


“I wasn’t expecting you until this afternoon.”


“I thought I’d set out early,” Elliot said with a smile, glancing down the empty road. “Beat the traffic.”
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