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			PROLOGUE

			I ONLY WANTED to get it over with, but I forced myself to go slowly. I closed the shutters at all three windows, opened a bottle of Gavi, poured two glasses, lit the candles. Familiar, recognizable, comforting rituals. He set down his bag and removed his jacket slowly, hanging it on the back of a chair, watching me. I raised my glass and took a sip without speaking. His eyes played over the paintings as I let the silence between us lengthen until he fell into it.

			“Is that an . . . ?”

			“Agnes Martin,” I finished for him. “Yes.”

			“Very nice.”

			“Thank you.” I kept the small, amused smile playing on my lips. Another pause. The thick stillness of Venice at night was broken by the sound of footsteps crossing the campo below. We both turned our heads toward the window.

			“Have you lived here long?”

			“Awhile,” I answered.

			The cockiness he had shown earlier in the bar had vanished; he looked awkward and painfully, terribly young. I was going to have to make the first move, obviously. I was standing, holding my glass with my elbow crooked across my body. We were two steps apart. I took one, holding his eyes with mine. Could he see the message there?

			Run, it said. Run now and don’t look back.

			I took the second step and reached out to caress his stubbled jaw. Slowly, still keeping his gaze, I bent forward to his mouth, nuzzling him, letting the sides of my lips brush his, before his tongue found mine. He didn’t taste as bad as I’d expected. I pulled out of the kiss and drew away, throwing my dress over my head in one movement and dropping it to the floor, followed by my bra. I brushed my hair off my shoulders, drawing my palms slowly over my nipples as my hands fell to my sides.

			“Elisabeth,” he murmured.

			The bathtub was positioned at the foot of the bed. As I held out my hand and led him around it toward my Frette sheets, I felt a stifling wave of weariness sigh over me, an absence of that which had once been so familiar. There was no rage left in me, nor any flicker of desire. I let him get on with it, and when he was done I sat up with a giggle in my voice and my eyes all starry. I couldn’t have him dozing off. I flopped forward on the dampened sheet, dropping the limp condom with its sad little weight of life onto the floor, and reached out for the hot tap.

			“I feel like a bath. A bath and a blunt. Shall we?”

			“Sure. Whatever.” Now that we’d fucked, he’d lost his manners. “You wanna do those pics?” I’d managed to dissuade him from taking selfies when we’d had drinks earlier. He was already fumbling in his discarded jeans for the sodding phone; it was a miracle he hadn’t tried to Instagram his own climax. I’d forgotten, for the few moments he’d humped away inside me, what a total dick he was. This suddenly felt so much easier.

			“Snap away, lover. Just a second, though.” I trotted naked to the dressing room and scrabbled in a drawer for a packet of Rizla, pausing to connect the Wi-Fi scrambler as a precaution. No more real-time updates for him. I added some cold water and a dollop of almond oil to the bath and opened the heavy antique linen press for a couple towels. The sweet scent of the oil rose around us in the steam.

			“Hop in,” I said over my shoulder as I busied myself loosening the tobacco from a cigarette. My Hermès scarf, the turquoise-and-navy Circassian design, was knotted around the strap of my handbag. I crossed behind him as he eased into the water.

			“Just getting a light,” I murmured. “Here.”

			I put the joint between his lips. There was nothing in it, but he’d never know that. While he inhaled I got the scarf round his neck and pulled it up tight beneath his ears. He choked instantly on the smoke, splashing his hands into the deep tub. I braced my feet against its edge and leaned back against the bed, pulling harder. His feet flailed in the water, but there was no purchase on the oily porcelain. I closed my eyes and started counting. His right hand, still absurdly holding the sodden roll-up, was straining to grab at my wrist, but the angle was wrong and his fingers merely fluttered against mine. Twenty-five . . . twenty-six . . . Nothing but the anaerobic fizz in my muscles as we struggled, nothing but the deep rasp of my own breath through my nostrils as his body thrashed. Twenty-nine, this is nothing, thirty, this is nothing. I felt him weakening, but then he managed to work a finger and then a fist between the scarf and his Adam’s apple and catapulted me violently forward, but the release sent him under and I twisted over the rim of the tub, getting my left knee on his chest and pushing down with all my weight. There was blood in my eye and in the steaming water, but I could see bubbles popping at the surface as he thrashed. I let go of the scarf and reached blindly down for his face and neck. He was twisting his jaw, the yellowed overbite snapping at me. The bubbles stopped. I slowly got my breath back and my face relaxed from its rictus strain. I couldn’t see his face through the pinkish milk of the bathwater. I was gingerly easing my pelvis forward when the water slopped up in a wave just before he reared up at me. I fell against him in a straddle as his head strained desperately upward. I managed to take him under again with my elbow, then maneuvered myself so that I had one leg on each of his shoulders. We stayed like that for a long time, until a teardrop of blood from my face plopped into the bath.

			Perhaps it was the clarity of that one, tiny sound. Perhaps it was the mist of almond oil in the swirling steam, or the cooling scurf on the water’s surface. That cold afternoon, that endless silence, that first dead thing under my hands. The fault line inside me split into an engulfing crevasse, and with a force that seared the breath out of me, I was there. Time was suddenly compressed, the past condensed and returned to me. I had left her so long ago. She had never been part of the life I had told myself, but I was seeing her as though for the first time. Numbly, I reached again into the deep water, but I found only a stranger’s flesh. This had been necessary, although I couldn’t now remember why. His hand bobbed up and I paddled the fingers with my own, a watery little tune. It might have been a few minutes that I watched the ripples, it might have been an hour. By the time I came back to myself, the water was chilled.

			When I eventually hauled him up from underneath me, his eyes were open. So his last sight on earth would have been my gaping cunt.

			His slippery skin was pinkish, puffed out like new bread, the lips already tinged gray. His head lolled back; in the candlelight his throat seemed unmarked. Gripping the side of the bath, I climbed out, legs shaking. As soon as I’d let him go, he slid under and I had to fumble for the plug beneath his bobbing hair. While the water drained, I hunched in one of the towels. When his chest was clear, I rested a hand against his heart. Nothing. I rolled up from the waist and stretched. The floor was soaking, the rim of the bath smeared with blood and specks of tobacco. More hot water to clean him down.

			I had to embrace him from the side to heave him over the edge of the bath. His corpse was limp and floppy. When I had him laid out, I covered him with the other towel and sat next to him cross-legged on the floor until he was cold.

			•   •   •

			I PEELED BACK ENOUGH of the towel to expose his face again, bent in and whispered in his ear.

			“It’s not Elisabeth. It’s Judith.”
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			Part One

			REFLECTION

		

	
		
			1

			Eight weeks earlier . . .

			WHILE I DRESSED, I played Cole Porter’s “Miss Otis Regrets,” the Ella Fitzgerald version. It made me smile. I had turned the bedroom of my flat in Campo Santa Margherita into a dressing room, lined with glass-fronted Molteni wardrobes, my shoes, bags and scarves, and dresses and jackets always companionably visible. That made me smile too. The flat was on the piano nobile, looking out over the square with its ancient white-stoned fish market. I’d taken out a wall in the drawing room to form one broad space, with the bathtub positioned at the foot of the bed on a thick green marble plinth, in front of one of the three arched windows. My bathroom, lined in antique Persian tiles, had been installed behind the dressing room, in what had once been a stairwell. It was one of the many joys of Elisabeth Teerlinc’s home. The architect had grumbled about supporting beams and permits, but in the nine months since I’d arrived in Venice I’d discovered that the wages of sin make an awful lot of things possible. I’d hung the pictures I’d acquired in Paris—the Fontana, Susanna and the Elders, and the Cocteau drawing—and added another modern piece, a small untitled Agnes Martin in white-and-cloud-gray lines that I’d acquired through Paddle8, the online auction house in New York. My other French pieces had joined me too, with the exception of the headless corpse of one Renaud Cleret, which remained hammered down in an art depository near the Château de Vincennes. Whatever the architect thought, I did occasionally worry about leaks.

			The handwritten invitation for my first show was tucked into a corner of the mirror. Elisabeth Teerlinc requests the pleasure of your company at Gentileschi Gallery . . . I scanned the words yet again as I fastened up my hair. I had done it. I was Elisabeth now. Judith Rashleigh was less than a phantom to me, barely more than a name on the unused passport that lay in my desk drawer. I smoothed my hand over the neatly ordered rack of dresses, relishing the slither of jersey and the supple weight of good silk. I’d chosen a fitted inky shantung Figue dress for the opening, fastened at the back with tiny turquoise-and-gold buttons like a cheongsam. The deep color of the fabric glowed as it twined under my fingers. Standard gallerist severity was the look I’d gone for, but somewhere deep inside me a baby unicorn was tossing its mane. I gave my reflection a slow smile; Liverpool was a long way away.

			•   •   •

			ONE OF MY MOTHER’S short-lived jobs had been as a cleaner near Sefton Park, the confident Victorian enclave of trees and glasshouses near the center of the city, three buses from our estate. One day, when I was about ten, I realized at the end of the school day that I’d forgotten my key and so I went to find her.

			The houses were huge; masses of red brick and bay windows. I pushed the bell several times but no one came, so I nervously tried the door, which was on the latch. The hallway smelled of wax furniture polish and faintly of flowers, the floorboards were bare around a bright square of rug, and the space between the doors and the wide curve of the staircase was filled with shelves of thick, heavy-looking books. It was so quiet. Once I’d shut the door softly behind me, there was no hum of tellies, no staccato bawl of couples fighting or kids playing, no revving engines or scrapping pets. Just . . . silence. I wanted to stretch out and touch the spines of the books, but I didn’t dare. I called again for my mum, and she appeared in the tracksuit she wore for going cleaning.

			“Judith! What are you doing here? Is everything all right?”

			“Yeah, I just forgot my key.”

			“You gave me the fright of my life! I thought you were a robber.”

			She rubbed her hand wearily over her face. “You’ll have to wait. I’m not finished yet.”

			There was a big chair at the bottom of the stairs with a tall lamp beside it. I put the lamp on and the room condensed, gleaming around me, so calm, so private. I shrugged off my school backpack and set it neatly under the chair, then went back to the shelves. I think I picked the book because I liked the color of the spine; a zingy shocking pink with the title picked out in gold. It said Vogue, Paris, 50 ans. It was a fashion book, reproductions of women in extraordinary clothes and jewelry, their faces perfect masks of makeup. Slowly I turned a page, slowly another, entranced by the rich, delicate colors. One picture showed a woman in a bright blue ballgown with huge skirts, racing through traffic as though she was running for a bus. I was enthralled. I turned and looked, turned and looked. I wasn’t aware of how much time had passed until I realized I was starving. I got creakily to my feet and was putting the book carefully on the seat of the chair when the door slammed open, startling me, making me look crouched and guilty.

			“What are you doing here?” Sharp, a woman’s voice, with an edge of fear in it.

			“Sorry. I’m sorry. I’m Judith. I forgot my key. I was waiting for my mum.” I gestured vaguely toward the door that had swallowed my mother what felt like hours before.

			“Oh. Oh, I see. Is she not finished?”

			She indicated for me to follow her down a passage to the back of the house, which opened into a big, cozy kitchen.

			“Hello?”

			Beyond the table was a sofa whose bright cushions had been tumbled to the floor to make room for my mum.

			“Hello?”

			I thought I’d seen the wine bottle on the floor before she had, but the resigned tone of the lady’s voice soon told me that this wasn’t the first time. My mum must have pinched it from the fridge.

			“Jus’ havin’ a little lie-down.”

			I was a freezing coal of shame. The lady marched over to the sofa and helped Mum sit up, firmly but not unkindly.

			“We’ve spoken about this before, haven’t we? I’m sorry, but I think this had better be the last time you come, don’t you? Your daughter is here.” In the emphasis she put on the word, I heard that she was sorry for me.

			“I’m sorry, I was just . . .” Mum was dragging at the tracksuit, trying to right herself.

			“That’s fine.” More tightly now. “But you had better leave. Please fetch your bag and I’ll get your money.” She wasn’t being a bitch, that was the thing. She was embarrassed by what she was doing, and that controlled, professional voice was meant to cover it, to push us out onto the street, where we could keep our nastiness to ourselves.

			I went back and stood by the door with my schoolbag. I didn’t want to listen any longer. As the lady handed my mum two twenty-pound notes she must have seen my eyes pull back to the book.

			“Why don’t you take it? A present?” She bundled it at me, not seeing me anymore. She gave it to me as though it was nothing.

			“Fucking snobby cow,” my mum was muttering as she hauled me to the bus stop.

			When we eventually got back, she gave me her key and got off first, at the stop by the pub. I thought anxiously of the forty pounds. We wouldn’t be seeing them again. I did myself beans on toast and took out the book. The price on the inside cover was sixty pounds. Sixty pounds for a book, and the lady had just given it away. I put the book carefully under my bed, and looked at it so often that in time I knew the names of the photographers and fashion designers by heart. It wasn’t that I wanted those clothes, exactly. I just thought that if you were the sort of person who had them, you would feel different. If you owned things like that, you could choose who you wanted to be, every day. You could control your inside with your outside.

			•   •   •

			I GAVE MY TALL HEELS a rub with their shoe bag before I stepped into them. Maybe the only thing Elisabeth Teerlinc had in common with Judith Rashleigh was that she didn’t employ a maid. Becoming Elisabeth had taken so much more than an expensive wardrobe, in the end. Armor truly protects only if it’s invisible, and that was where the real struggle had lain. Not just the studying and the exams, but maintaining the conviction that I could win. Getting out of the miserable estate where I’d grown up. Not allowing myself to be subsumed into the squalor of my mother’s life. Resisting the taunts, the insidious daily whisperings of “slag” and “bitch” that hissed after me along the school corridors just because I’d wanted more. I’d taught myself to hate the girls at school, and then to ignore them, because what were they going to be in a few years but flabby pram-faces in the bus queue? That was the easy part. The difficult bit was eliminating every trace of the gaping pleb I’d felt like when I’d finally won a place at university, because people can see it. Not just the sad kid dreaming under the duvet over her precious book of fashion plates and her little collection of art postcards, but the sorry, striving heart inside. Once I’d taken the train south from Lime Street, no one was ever going to see that girl again. Slowly but surely I had erased my accent, changed my manners, learned my languages, shaped and smoothed my defenses like a sculptor works marble.

			Even that was only the beginning of Elisabeth’s demands. For a while, when I’d landed a job at a prestigious London auction house, I’d believed I had made it, but I had no money and no connections, which meant I was never going to rise further than departmental dogsbody. So I took a night job in a hostess bar, the Gstaad Club, because surely a better suit and a nicer haircut would make it come right? I was disabused of this touching belief when I discovered that my boss, Rupert, was involved in a faking scam. He’d taken less than five minutes to show me the door. One of the club’s clients, James, had offered me a weekend on the Riviera, and from there things had become a little . . . untidy, for a while. Though ultimately highly profitable, since I’d located and sold the fake that got me fired, and used the money to set up as an art dealer in Paris. Admittedly there had been a few casualties. James hadn’t made it back to London, though that hadn’t been entirely my doing. And neither had the dealer from whom I’d stolen the fake, Cameron Fitzpatrick; my old school chum, Leanne; Renaud Cleret, an undercover policeman; or Julien, the conniving owner of a Paris sex club. Relocating to Venice as Elisabeth Teerlinc had been a practical necessity. Not least as I wanted to avoid the attentions of a certain police inspector, Renaud’s colleague Romero da Silva. It had taken quite a lot of polish to obscure all that. But Elisabeth’s façade had become pretty good, its gleam reflecting only what people wanted to see. It’s true what they say—in the end, it’s what’s on the inside that matters.

		

	
		
			2

			MISS TEERLINC? ELISABETH TEERLINC?”

			“That’s me.”

			“I’m Tage Stahl. I hope you don’t mind me gate-crashing, but I couldn’t help being fascinated by the pieces.”

			“I’m delighted.”

			“Have you had the gallery long?”

			“Not really—just since the spring.”

			“Well, it’s a wonderful space.”

			“Thank you. Please enjoy the show.”

			The client drifted off into what felt like a crowd, though Gentileschi only held about thirty people. My space may only have been fifteen paces long, but every stride I took across it belonged to me. The gallery was on the ground floor of the disused naval buildings at the very bottom of the island, near the San Basilio vaporetto stop: plain nineteenth-century functional architecture, which contrasted with the glorious view to the east of Giudecca. The beauty of Venice is a bore’s topic—one can say nothing that hasn’t been said better already—but I liked my gallery better for that, its gesture toward the origins of this city whose enchantments were built on ships and sweat and spices.

			My first Italian presentation was a group show of Serbian artists, the Xaoc Collective, who worked out of a squat in Belgrade. The pieces—embroidered collages and canvases set with whimsical found objects—were folksy and deliberately apolitical, undemanding and easy on the eye, as were the prices. And they were selling. They were actually selling. I’d decided to start with a modest August opening. Elisabeth Teerlinc had managed to meet many of the people she needed to know as the Biennale caravan passed through Venice in the spring, but she was a long way off being established. The relatively quiet months around the film festival, when the city belongs mostly to tourists and the dwindling number of Venetians who serve them, had been a perfect time to cultivate my contacts and new identity in preparation for its next arrival.

			I’d spent weeks writing the invitations for the viewing, assembling a short press release, choosing the exact gray linen papers for the catalog and negotiating with a painting firm to re-whitewash the gallery’s walls. (Buyers of contemporary art expect white walls the same way they expect works to be confrontational, ambiguous, or subversive.) Not much different to the busywork I had done back at my day job at the House in London, but the difference was everything. For a start I had a proper desk, a Poltrona T13, based on the 1953 Albini model, which impressed Italian visitors if no one else, and I could actually sit at it without being harangued for idleness. I didn’t have an assistant yet—I’d rounded up a few students from the university to hand round prosecco and take jackets—but they referred to me as “Signora Teerlinc,” rather than “’Er.”

			Just for a moment I wished that I could reach back, pull apart the web of all that had happened, and show my younger self my future. These guests and these glasses were real, as were the handwritten labels that the students were fixing one after another next to the pieces to show that they were taken. Standing there, poised, polished, confident, even I felt real. My success might have been relatively modest, but it didn’t make me feel humbled. It made me feel delighted.

			Across the room the Scandi-looking guy, Stahl, was flipping idly through my carefully written catalog. I watched him signal to one of the students and reach for his wallet. He was buying. I made to walk over, but someone laid a hand on my arm and I turned back. An older man, serious in a proper tweed jacket despite the heat. I assumed he must be a lost tourist, or maybe a professor from the Ca’ Foscari university nearby, but the accent of his first careful words of English said Russian, so I nervously tried “Good evening.”

			“You speak Russian?”

			“Not much, unfortunately.” I switched to English. “Can I help you?”

			“You are Elisabeth Teerlinc?”

			“Indeed.”

			He offered me a business card, formally, with a little bow. It gave his name, Dr. Ivan Kazbich, and the address of a gallery in Belgrade, Serbia. He must have heard of Xaoc, then.

			“Good. I have come to speak with you on behalf of my employer. Do you have a few moments, please?”

			“Oh. Well, certainly,” I answered, intrigued.

			“I should prefer to speak with you alone.”

			I glanced at my watch. Seven-twenty-five. “Of course—if perhaps you wouldn’t mind waiting a little. The show’s just about to end.”

			He glanced around at the walls. Stahl had obviously bought the last three pieces, as every one now showed a “sold” label in deep crimson ink.

			“You must be very pleased.”

			“Thank you. If you’ll excuse me a moment.”

			I went to speak to Stahl, who was lingering as the last of the guests congregated at the door, exchanging good-byes and plans for dinner. He asked if I would care to join him at Harry’s Bar, which ought to have told me everything I needed to know about him right then. If Venice is the greatest masterpiece our species has ever produced, why would one wish to dine in the only place without a view, where the only thing to look at is the joyless grotesques of the clientele? I bit my tongue, explained that I had an appointment, and guided him politely but firmly out onto the quay, where the sky was just beginning to mist from sapphire to honeydew. I thanked the helpers, who had stacked the catalogs and tidied away the bottles and glasses, paid them in cash, and closed the door behind them before joining Dr. Kazbich.

			“Forgive me for keeping you waiting.”

			“Not at all.”

			Kazbich explained that he worked for a collector who was interested in a valuation of his works, which were housed in France. Did I do such work? I hadn’t, for a while, but I had valued pieces back at the House, some with surprising results. It was a . . . significant collection, he continued. I knew what that meant. I asked if his client had considered using one of the experts at the IFAR, the International Foundation for Art Research. There was no question of provenance involved, he batted back, with a twitch of a smile that indicated we each knew the other knew what they were talking about. It was merely a private valuation. Dodgy, then, but we both knew that too. The kind of offer no respectable girl should take, at least not until she knows how much it’s worth. On cue, the mystery employer was offering expenses, naturally, and a 20,000-euro consultation fee, with a further 100,000 on submission of the report. I would make an initial visit to assess the works and would then have two weeks to complete the valuation.

			“I could be very interested,” I answered immediately.

			I didn’t think someone who offered that kind of money would be impressed by time-wasting hesitations. Whatever the client wanted to do with the valuation was very much not my business. Dr. Kazbich handed me a thick envelope, the color of new butter, and waited expectantly while I opened it. Inside was a draft made out to Elisabeth Teerlinc, drawn on a bank in Cyprus, for the first sum, and another slip of paper with just a name. Pavel Yermolov.

			For a moment, I stared dully at the name. Overwhelmed doesn’t happen to me very often. But Pavel Yermolov. I could see Pavel Yermolov’s pictures. Or, rather, Pavel Yermolov thought I was good enough to see his pictures. I think Kazbich knew that I would happily have handed him back the money draft with the names reversed for the chance he was giving me.

			Yermolov’s collection was a mystery, a matter both of legend and greedy rumor. A second-generation oligarch, he was reputed to be a very serious buyer, but he didn’t appear in the showrooms himself, preferring to acquire through a series of interchangeable and anonymous intermediaries. He had been connected with successful bids for a Matisse, a Picasso, and, less predictably, a Jacopo Pontormo in the past five years, whilst a Pollock had definitely been bought in the name of one of his company trusts. And then there were the Jameson Botticellis.

			Named for the American robber baron who had taken them dubiously out of Italy in the nineteenth century, the whereabouts of the Botticellis spun swiftly from rumor into conspiracy. Twinned medallion settings of an Annunciation and a Madonna and Child, the pictures had not been seen by the public for a hundred and fifty years. Some websperts doubted their existence, claiming that they had been destroyed in a fire at the Jameson property in upstate New York and fraudulently reinsured to augment the family’s dwindling assets; others reported sightings in Qatar or Korea. Yermolov’s name had been associated with them in a murky sale a decade ago out of Zurich, but no one knew for certain if he owned them.

			“The answer is yes. Please tell Mr.—”

			He cut me off with a theatrical finger to his lips. “My employer expects total discretion.”

			“Of course, forgive me.”

			“Not at all, Miss Teerlinc. You have my card. When you are ready to travel, please contact me and I shall make the appropriate arrangements.”

			He wasn’t wearing a hat, but as the gallery door closed behind him I was sure he had tipped it.

			•   •   •

			A SHORT WHILE LATER, in my flat on the Campo Santa Margherita, luxuriating in the bathtub with a glass of soave, I was clutching the card like a talisman. I loved lying there in the early evenings, listening to the children playing in the square below, the girls swinging a washing-line skipping rope, the boys with their footballs and skateboards, as the market vendors packed up their boxes of squid and moleche and the cafés filled with tourists and students. It felt . . . neighborly.

			I was trying to visualize the pieces in Yermolov’s collection. The only thing I missed about my job at the House was the pictures themselves. So far, I had managed to avoid handling anything for which I felt actual contempt, but I couldn’t pretend to myself that the works Gentileschi had just sold were very much more than specious pieces of crap. I missed not only that initial sucker punch of beauty, but the privilege of spending time with paintings, the almost erotic anticipation provoked by their slow revelations, the way one could swoon into a picture, look and look again and still be moved, or disturbed, or astonished. My first visit to the National Gallery as a schoolgirl had changed my life, and ever since, paintings had been the only things that had never let me down. And fags, I suppose.

			Thinking over my plans for the autumn, I realized Yermolov’s offer was not just extraordinarily flattering, but perfectly timed. The profits from the Balkan show would cover the gallery’s expenses for a while, but my flat and the work on it had eaten just over half of my available funds. Being rich is so expensive. I could have rented something when I arrived in Venice nine months ago, but the hunger for a place—a home, even—that was at last unassailably mine had been too powerful for prudence. The flat was owned by Gentileschi, paid for in cash through the gallery’s bank in Panama. I hoped to move eventually into the secondary market, selling good preowned pictures, but for the present I lacked the cash flow to deal anything other than “young artists,” under the 100K mark. Still, new work, which had no value beyond its status as currency, could be extremely lucrative if fashion was on its side. So I needed something splashy for the new season, a discovery that I could buy cheap and sell high next spring. There was a Danish girl who interested me; I’d seen her graduate show at St. Martin’s in London online, and there was a series of simple graphic canvases, strangely compelling goldish orbs on somber backgrounds that I thought would show very well against the syrupy light of the lagoon. Maybe a private view at dusk, if I could get them . . . Then there was my Russian to plod on with; it had seemed a practical language to have in my trade, now that so many Russians were buying art in the West, but it now looked as if I would need it sooner than I’d thought. I didn’t delude myself that Yermolov and I would be conversing in fluent Russian (if he even deigned to be present), but the sounds of the language were beginning to gel, and I thought I should make the effort to manage the basic courtesies.

			I’d found a retired opera singer, Masha, who lived in an actual garret behind La Fenice, where she gave Russian lessons. My tutor was a born Venetian, the child, so she said, of a couple of Russian opera singers who had escaped the Soviet Union while on tour to Italy just after the Second World War, but she still spoke Italian with a thick accent, and her dim studio, up six flights of ever-narrower stairs, looked like a stage set for an amateur-dramatic production of Chekhov. Icons squatted on every surface that wasn’t draped with heavy fringed piano shawls. There was a real samovar, shelves of Russian poetry, and a faint miasma of boiling pork fat. Masha must have been nearing eighty and had never set foot in Russia, but she presented herself as pure White, describing scenes from her parents’ lives back in Petersburg that could only have been gleaned from novels, and sniffily correcting the inflections of the presenters on the Russian radio stations she tuned into to help me practice. “Off,” she snapped in crisp disgust, rolling her eyes beneath her brioche of dyed black hair, “not ovvv. A tragedy, a tragedy,” as though the combined evils of Stalinism had been distilled into the mispronunciation of a patronymic. Altogether she was a fabulous old fraud. Maybe that was why I liked her so much.
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			AS IT TURNED OUT, I had plenty of time for extra classes, since arranging the Yermolov valuation took more than a month. Time for the rich is scalar, as I’d learned from my friend Steve, the hedgie whose boat, the Mandarin, had proved both my refuge and the launch pad for my gallery. The rich are immune to the directions of their implicit inferiors; the calendar shifts or stretches only according to their own needs. Dr. Kazbich had given me the number of a Madame Poulhazan, Yermolov’s assistant, who briskly scheduled and then rescheduled the meeting over the following weeks. I was relieved when she told me he would put his plane at my disposal, but twice I made the trip to the airport by water taxi only to learn that Yermolov had canceled. He was in São Paolo, in New York; at an emergency meeting in London; he was no longer available.

			I used the delays to assess the potential of the collection, noting the last recorded sale prices of pieces Yermolov supposedly owned, checking them against comparable sales on Artprice Index and adding background on the movements of pictures known to have been released in the past decade. By the time the day of the trip finally crawled around, I felt I was as ready as I could be. My research had thrown up that Yermolov owned four planes, and even by the standards of Marco Polo Airport, his Dassault stood out. Not for its color, a nice discreet navy blue, but for the four uniformed cabin staff waiting patiently on the tarmac to greet me as though I was on a state visit, the two hostesses gamely adjusting their neat little caps in the runway wind.

			I declined vodka, champagne, caviar with blinis, and cold-pressed kale juice, accepting with just a slight wince an Armani-branded water as we took off. Until we broke the clouds, I watched the glorious pink rock of the Dolomite mountains swooping beneath me, their heights decorated with the first snows, then settled back to review my notes on the assiduous hostesses’ boss. Everyone knew about Yermolov, but what I knew was what everyone knew, which was essentially nothing. Yermolov fitted the boilerplate of the new-school oligarch: early training in what used to be the KGB, extensive interests in minerals and industrial agriculture, close ties with the government, officially resident in Russia, though with homes in France, London, Anguilla, and Switzerland. A feature in Architectural Digest on the sculptor Taïs Bean showed a chandelier she had created for Yermolov’s ski house. I had been surprised at first to learn that he was also a politician, a regional governor in his native Caucasus, but cross-referencing with his peers suggested that this was a not-uncommon way of demonstrating loyalty to good old Mother Russia. Forbes, Spear’s, and FT threw up nothing controversial, and I had also tried back numbers of the Rossiyskaya Gazeta and the Russian financial journal Vedomosti, but despite my efforts with Masha my Russian still felt rudimentary, and it had been hard going to turn up anything unpredictable. Yermolov attended the usual charity balls and occasional think-tank wankfests, pitched up in Davos and Yerba Buena, had inevitably been photographed with Elton John and Bono, but compared to his predecessors in the last generation of post-Soviet cowboys, he was distinctly unflamboyant. His wealth was officially respectable and solidly undisputed. The collection might be a mystery, but since Yermolov did not appear to attend any of the major biennales and had not been photographed hobnobbing at the Garage in Moscow, I was forced to conclude that he might actually like pictures.

			•   •   •

			WHEN WE LANDED AT NICE, the hostesses fussed me toward a waiting Maybach, navy like the plane. The door was held open by a standard-issue Shrek-in-a-suit; holster and platysmas bulging. I appreciated his familiarity, we might well have been old friends, but I did wonder whether a bodyguard as well as a driver wasn’t a little excessive. The muscles sat in the front as the car peeled along the autoroute toward Toulon, turning off just past Saint-Tropez. We paused at a pair of gates for the driver to enter a security code, then set off again along an avenue lined with plane trees, gold-dappled in the heaviness of early autumn. We dipped and climbed; ahead I could see the faint thrilling sparkle of the Mediterranean. Another pair of gates loomed, but this time the driver swung off the road and down a concrete ramp, where a garage door was already rising to admit us. We continued down in sudden bluish twilight, until another door slid up and the car pulled up in a tight, low concrete box. The driver opened the door and directed me to a round glass booth set in an alcove in the wall.

			“In here, please, madame. Just a moment.”

			The curved door of the booth swung shut and a light hummed and buzzed in the ceiling—some sort of X-ray scanner? I was released and the driver solemnly put my bags through the same process before carrying them to a lift in the opposite wall. The three of us rode up in silence, until the doors opened on a view that made me giggle with joy.

			We stood at the top of a shallow slope, with a graveled sweep stretching down to Yermolov’s villa, framed in pine and poplar, with the sea beyond. The house was pale pink, nineteenth century, overblown and frivolous as a wedding gâteau, a house for a Colette courtesan, for jasmine-scented trysts and borrowed beds, the kind of house that would once have been staked on the turn of a card at the Monte Carlo casino. After the slightly sinister security proceedings below, its absurd prettiness wafted a delicate, exquisite scent of a vanished fin-de-siècle dream world. As we made our way to the pale lime double doors, set with a huge brass lion’s head, concealed spigots beneath the gravel began to play over the lawns on either side, so that we passed through a fountain of rainbows. I half expected to hear a waltz. Sometimes vulgarity can be so delightful.

			A suitably ponderous butler showed Miss Teerlinc to her room on the first floor. More double doors opened into a small octagonal antechamber lined with rosewood boiseries, a balcony on one side and the bedroom on the other. But I barely noticed the surroundings as a burst of heavy lily-scented air tumbled toward me and it was all I could do to mutter my thanks before I sank down on a bed that could have been in another room, long ago, a room where I had waited next to a swollen body suddenly vulnerable in death. Now I waited again for my blood to stop its whistling and churning in my ears.

			Maybe I’m shallow that way, but I don’t spend a great deal of time thinking about the past. Contingency and reaction are what I understand. Yet that same thick reek had pervaded the room at the Hôtel du Cap where I had found James’s corpse; I had not thought of that place for so long, yet the huge arrangement of parchment-petaled calla lilies made me believe, for a moment, that I had never really left it. Was I really still mired there, trapped forever with my shaking hands in a dead man’s wallet?

			I noticed a familiar heavy cream envelope next to the vase on the nightstand. I opened it with my teeth and one hand, while the other began methodically breaking the flower heads from their stems, unfastening the chain to that moment with every snap. The stamens released orange dust clouds, which stained my cuffs as I read:

			Miss Teerlinc,

			I hope that your journey was pleasant and that you are comfortable. Please do not hesitate to ask, should there be anything you require. You will be shown the collection when you are ready, and afterward I look forward to your company at dinner. My thanks for your visit.

			Yours faithfully,

			P. Yermolov

			My eyes wandered over the page several times, before the last lily fell to the floor. That woke me up. My pretty silk Chloé blouse was irreparable. “Fuck, Judith,” I said aloud. “Sort it out.” But then I stopped myself. There was a mess on the rug, but this was my new world. Someone would take care of it. I was no longer the girl who had struggled for control in that airless room. I was rich, I was independent, I was free, and I was here. On my own terms, as a professional. Wasn’t I living proof that if you just believe in yourself and follow your dream you can be anything you want? The dead proofs it was perhaps best not to dwell on. I was all about the power of now, me. No use for history, and Proust and his aunt’s linden-blossom tea could screw themselves. I found the bathroom and ran cold water on my wrists, busied myself showering and changing, cleaned my face and pinned back my hair sternly. I had got this far, and it was going to take more than a remembered perfume to throw me off. Time to go to work.

			•   •   •

			BY THE TIME THE GRUNT accompanied me through the villa’s grounds to the stark modern cube where Yermolov housed his art, I was feeling quite like myself. I had chosen a black Max Mara shift with stout Marni clogs—hideous, but, I thought, suitably artsy against the plain silk. I had a measuring tape and a record of dimensions in my briefcase, along with a flashlight and magnifying loupe—it’s surprising how many fakes have been passed off because experts neglect the basics. I also had an old-school Polaroid, since I didn’t imagine I would be allowed to use my phone to take pictures. I was handed over to a disapproving Frenchwoman in a skirt suit similar to those worn by Yermolov’s plane staff. This was Madame Poulhazan, the assistant with whom I had been dealing. Her tone was efficient and civil, but the long appraisal she gave both my legs and my briefcase made it plain that she hated having to admit me. Was I too young, or just insufficiently awed? Tinted glass doors slid open once she had gone through a complex procedure of iris recognition and security codes, then we stepped down into a crepuscular lobby smelling of ozone and varnish.

			“Alors, mademoiselle. This is a nondisclosure agreement. You will sign here, and here, and here, please.”

			The document was three pages, in English, so detailed that I had to sign away not only my right to discuss or communicate in any form whatsoever the contents of the collection, but practically promise to erase them from my memory. Still, I scribbled Elisabeth’s signature. Madame then scanned me all over with an illuminated device that looked like a luxury vibrator, poked dubiously among my papers, and triumphantly ejected the Polaroid.

			“This is not permitted.”

			“I’ll need it for the assessment.”

			“You don’t trust your eyes?” she sneered.

			I could have said it was Yermolov’s I had no faith in, but that wouldn’t have helped, so I suggested politely that she telephone to the house for permission, and had the pleasure of her disgust when it was granted. Yet another pause while she entered a lengthy code for the final lock, and we were in.

			The floor was malachite, but the sound of my clumpy heels on its glassy surface couldn’t have given me more pleasure had it been beaten emerald. If I had been disarmed by the clutch of anxiety evoked by the scent of lilies in my bedroom, now I recalled the miles I had trudged down the endless corridors of the House, the months of tedious errands, crossing and recrossing London’s pavements, a tapestried path that led back to the first time I had really seen a painting, in the National Gallery, and which had carried me here, professional, independent, respected, even. It’s rare to know, in a given moment, that you have exactly what you wanted, and for a few seconds I felt weightless, lifted on a coil of time, effortlessly present in my own accomplishment. Not bad, Judith. Not bad at all. I opened my eyes to see Madame staring at me inquiringly. I wouldn’t give her the pleasure of seeing that I was impressed, but though I had seen quite a few extraordinary spaces, I had never seen anything like Yermolov’s.

			The room was long and high, as softly lit as though by candles. Two Breuer sofas in toothpaste-white suede stood back to back in the center, with a few other seats—harp-back Regency chairs in glowing beech, a Louis XIV bergère in gray silks grouped about them—a conversation piece waiting for characters. Without taking another step, I recognized the Pollock and the Matisse—the Maison à Tahiti, which had caused a sensation in New York when an anonymous buyer had apparently walked in off the street and bid nearly $40 million for it five years previously—three Picassos, a Rembrandt, two Breughels, a Cézanne, a Titian—fuck, a Titian; who actually owns a Titian?—Pontormo’s Young Gentleman in a Red Cap. It was dizzying. I had to repress the urge to run among the pictures, placing my hands above their luminous surfaces to absorb the thrill of them. The left wall was Russian artists, a swirling Vrubel dragon, a Grigoriev, a Repin, merging into a Poussin, then a series of Klimt landscapes.

			“And here, the drawings.” Madame was pointing a remote at a panel below the Klimts. A hatch slid open with the gentlest whirr, and a steel container like a giant old-fashioned CD rack emerged. As she manipulated the controls, they flipped past, a Ferris wheel of charcoals and aquaforte, every one of them a major piece in its own right.

			My elation turned as bitter as a caviar martini. I’d expected the responsibility to be daunting, even been excited by the challenge of it, but this was impossible. There was just too much, and the too much was too good. I needed a team of assistants, ladders, gloves, Christ knew what equipment. I hardly dared to touch these things, let alone attempt to value them. What was Yermolov playing at? Why would a man who owned a collection like this even consider using a solitary, unknown gallerist to value works whose beauty abruptly felt like a taunt?

			Madame had seated herself primly on one of the sofas, her lipsticked mouth twisted in a tight, expectant little smile. Show no fear.

			“I understood that there were some Renaissance works?” was the best defiance I could manage.

			“Naturally. This way.”

			I followed her along the gallery, my head drooping now so she couldn’t see it. The end wall was blank, which somehow only emphasized the treasures leading up to it. Madame set her palm against another concealed panel and a tiny door slid open, as though we were stepping into a medieval monk’s cell. Inside, I didn’t bother to conceal my astonishment. The tiny room was a copy of the famous studiolo of the Duke of Urbino, entirely paneled in intricate wood intarsia, the trompe l’oeil images interspersed with the classical philosophers the Renaissance revered. My eyes bounced over its swirl and gleam. And then, so close I could have reached them both with a single stretch of my arms, two medallion settings, two luminous enameled faces, two touchably molded chins beneath inquiring gray eyes, two blond heads veiled in gauze so delicate it seemed to float toward my astonished face. The Annunciation and the Madonna and Child. They were here. The paintings I had studied but never seen, that hardly anyone living had ever seen. The Jameson Botticellis. Now I began to see the point of Yermolov’s paperwork.

			“Are those the Jameson Botticellis? The real ones?” I couldn’t keep the awe from my voice.

			“Quite so,” Madame responded. She was warming up a bit; perhaps I shouldn’t have bothered with the blasé routine. Only a fool could fail to be dumbstruck. It was as much as I could do to remain standing. The third picture, facing us, was covered with a heavy green velvet curtain. Gingerly I tugged it aside.

			“Oh.”

			I had named my gallery for Artemisia Gentileschi, the painter I had fallen in love with when I was in my teens. Artemisia had painted her way over prejudice and poverty, even over rape, had chosen boldness, had refused to submit to a world which had defiled and dismissed her. In 1598, when Artemisia Gentileschi was still a little girl, her father and teacher Orazio spent many wild nights in the company of his friend, a northern Italian painter named Michelangelo Caravaggio. They were good times for bad boys in Rome. Caravaggio and his friends peacocked about like rackety rock stars, picking fights, running whores, swaggering sword-side through the taverns of the Roman underworld high on wine and white lead. Caravaggio, named for the armed archangel, made a picture that year of remorseless virtuosity, shattering pagan luminosity. It was a gift from his patron, Cardinal del Monte, to Ferdinando de’ Medici of Florence, a self-portrait as the Gorgon Medusa. The painting is a convex poplar-wood shield, a rendering of the bronze weapon Perseus used to reflect the Gorgon’s petrifying glare while he killed her. To look directly into the enchantress’s eyes would have turned Ovid’s hero to stone. Caravaggio gave the monster his own face, Medusa’s last agonized awakening as her sleeping head was struck from her body by Perseus’s sword. But Caravaggio intuited somehow that space curves as sinuously as
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