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			To all the artists of today and yesterday who have persevered . . .

		

	
		
			
			
				Life is a farce if a person does not serve truth.

				—HILMA AF KLINT

			

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			• • • • •

			October 1933

			Island of Munsö, Sweden

			Anna lifted the last letter to the flame and watched as the delicate paper curled and disintegrated, the words evaporating into ash. She had spent the past several hours reading each of the letters, remembering every detail, every moment, that had been written. As the ebb and flow of their correspondence pulled her back in time, she felt the weight of her now old body fall away and the aches and pains of age disappear as her heart was once again filled with the memories of her youth with Hilma.

			Even with their hair white and their skin feathered with lines, the two maintained the distinct auras they had since they were young. Hilma exuded a palpable physical strength, while Anna appeared more ethereal, like breath or water—a color you couldn’t quite detect but could still feel around you. Years of fragile health and bouts with asthma had made her refrain from any form of physical exertion, but her mind and spirit were as determined as her friend’s; they just worked in a different way.

			Only that afternoon, Hilma had instructed Anna to burn their old letters, while she continued to pack up her paintings and place into the wooden boxes all her sketchbooks and notebooks from the meetings from the Friday Night Club decades before.

			The place in Munsö was large enough to store everything, just to Hilma’s liking. Anna had built the structure on land granted to her by a family with close ties to her own, thus ensuring her friend had the space and stability to paint without worry. Hilma had crafted a studio with high ceilings and tall windows, creating an artistic vault filled with towering canvases saturated with bright constellations of halos and stars. It was almost as though her friend had climbed a ladder to the sky and pulled down all of the mysteries perched above, painting them with a kaleidoscope of colors so others could have a keyhole to gaze into the heavens.

			The property near Lake Mälaren had always been a refuge for both Hilma and Anna. Windswept in the autumn as the leaves tumbled from the birch and oak trees, the air fragrant with pine needles and juniper berries. In the summer, the countryside became alight with meadows of red poppies, bluebells, and wild daisies. They both had always drawn sustenance from nature, the vicissitudes of the seasons, and a landscape’s ability to magically transform from verdant green to snowy white.

			The month before, Anna had made a personal vow to savor as much beauty outside as she could. Old age had settled firmly in her bones, and she was unsure how many journeys to the island remained for her. The midsummer light afforded little darkness, and Hilma, neglecting to monitor the time on the grandfather clock, typically worked past midnight, as only then did the sky grow dim. So every morning, Anna set out for an early walk as her friend slept in for a few short hours.

			The island welcomed Anna as it stirred from its brief nocturnal slumber. The bees hummed in the morning glories, the butterflies took flight, and blackbirds and white gulls filled the breeze with song. As Anna approached the lake, she took off her sandals and left them behind in the grass. She then pulled her long skirt up to her knees and began to slowly wade into the water, rejoicing at the cold sensation on her skin. These daily rituals restored her and helped her to feel like a young girl again, despite her being trapped in a body that was now nearly seventy-four years old.

			She had always loved the water, for it felt like a natural extension of her spirit. Perhaps that was why her friendship with Hilma had survived so long. If Anna was like water, her friend was fire. But she had learned to soften her friend’s temper over time, often sacrificing her own feelings because, above all else, she wanted Hilma to always create.

			The past few weeks with Hilma had been particularly intense and full of challenges. Hilma’s focus had been all-consuming, and she had no time for lunch breaks or walks to search for strawberries, despite Anna’s invitations.

			The year before, as her seventieth birthday approached, Hilma had made the decision that all of her twelve hundred paintings and one hundred twenty-five notebooks would be sealed away for future generations, not to be opened until twenty years after her death. On their pages, those notebooks had detailed so much life, so many visions. They were written not only in Hilma’s hand but also by the other women in the spiritual and artistic group she and Anna had joined nearly forty years earlier, which they affectionately referred to as “De Fem” or “The Five.”

			After they graduated from the Royal Academy of Fine Arts in Stockholm, Hilma and Anna spent several years pushing their artistic boundaries beyond simple landscape paintings and portraits. Their desire to reach for more than what their peers at school aspired to defined them. After all, their friendship had been founded on a mutual disdain for convention. Anna was fortunate her widowed mother never pushed her to marry, but rather encouraged her and her sister to pursue their own individual paths. And Hilma had been so strong-willed. No one, not even her high-ranking naval officer father, could sway her from what she believed to be her true calling: her art.

			And how lucky the two of them felt when they joined forces with the others—Cornelia, Mathilda, and Sigrid. Like Hilma and Anna, these three women were brimming with curiosity and a desire to transcend the everyday norms of their existence.

			For forty years, the women maintained their friendship, and it was still hard for Anna to believe that she and Hilma were the only surviving members of their special club, as Mathilda, Cornelia, and Sigrid were all now dead. Some days when the two of them opened the windows of the studio, the crisp lake air seemed to carry the spirit of one of the three. The pages in Hilma’s journals would rustle, or a painting would occasionally tip over. Only the other day, a white dove had nested itself outside as Hilma labored, and Anna studied it intently. “I think Cornelia has come to visit us today,” she announced before looking back at her friend, who was slowly and methodically packing things away. She never told Hilma when she felt Mathilda’s presence. It was always when the sky turned cloudy and the mice scampered beneath the floorboards, an unwanted rhythm intruding upon their peace and quiet.

			But this evening, it was only the two of them in the atelier. Hilma and she had nearly completed their final preparations. After she nailed the second-to-last crate shut, Hilma had looked up and stared at Anna, a smile slowly forming at her lips. Her white hair suddenly became gold in front of Anna’s eyes, and the arctic blue eyes filled with life. Restored before her, like the black-and-white lines of a coloring book suddenly ablaze with color, her friend beamed with determination.

			“I’m nearly done, Anna. Go back and finish with the letters, the diaries too.”

			Anna paused. “It’s our whole lives, Hilma. It’s not as easy as that.” She looked down at her palms. Some of the ash had come off on her fingers, and part of her didn’t want to ever remove those dark smudges.

			“I will be judged by my work and nothing else,” Hilma answered firmly.

			There was a time that Anna might have been able to change her friend’s mind, or at least start a dialogue and have the possibility of influence. But that period had long since vanished. There was no arguing with Hilma now. The past was behind them, and Anna recognized that she needed to align herself with Hilma’s vision, imagining a future in which the crated paintings and notebooks would one day be able to speak for themselves.

			Anna did as she was instructed. Hovering over the kindling, created from dry twigs she had collected from the garden, she took the last letter and read it slowly, but this time aloud. Articulating each word like a benediction she wanted to seal in her heart forever.

			She lit the flame, letter upon letter disintegrating into a feather of smoke.

			She then opened one of Hilma’s leather-bound diaries, and a single photograph slid out. It was not one of just Anna and Hilma but of all five women together. Anna held it above the fire. The faces of her friends glowed as the paper softened and bent from the heat. She realized that this she would never be able to burn, despite Hilma’s wishes. Instead, Anna slipped it inside her apron pocket, and then laid the remaining diaries on top of the burning embers.

			After everything was reduced to ash, she bent down and scooped some of the dark powder into an envelope and took it to give to Hilma.

			“Here,” she uttered quietly. “Tuck it someplace safe so it can rest among all the other sacred things.”

			Hilma accepted the envelope and set it inside the last of the boxes. Anna turned away just as she heard the sound of the hammer striking the last nail on the crate.

			They walked outside, exiting the studio together. Hilma shut the large doors and looped a chain through their handles, locking them shut, then extended an open palm to Anna.

			“Come, my old friend.” She beckoned, and Anna felt her long fingers pulled into Hilma’s. The warmth of Hilma’s skin moved through her body like much-needed medicine.

			They walked quietly toward the steeple, two small figures shuttering the past behind them. Anna placed her free hand over her apron pocket, carrying the three others with her as she believed they rightfully deserved.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			• • • • •

			Eben

			Present Day

			New York City

			People say that a curator builds bridges between an artist and the public. As a bridge builder, I have always tried not to place my own limits on a show but rather to let the artist’s oeuvre dictate. If that displays a lack of imagination on my part, I can accept it. I am a man who is all too aware of how dangerous an imagination can be. I am, though, fascinated by its power and have organized my life in such a way that I can study it. So, in retrospect, I shouldn’t have been surprised when the strength of one particular artist’s creativity disorganized my life and changed its trajectory completely.

			It began in Stockholm, Sweden, more than two years ago on a snowy Friday night. Lost and very cold, I was cursing myself for venturing out of my hotel without checking the weather and taking a map. But it hadn’t been snowing when I’d started, and I had planned to venture only across the street.

			The Grand Hôtel, one of Europe’s grande dame accommodations, was situated on the waterfront. Stockholm was often called the Venice of the North. At first, I’d stood on the esplanade, looking at the large chunks of ice floating downstream like irregular jigsaw-puzzle pieces, and then, suddenly adventurous, walked a bit farther. Having reached the Strömbron, I crossed the causeway and, on the other side, proceeded into Gamla Stan, the Old Town, originally built in the late 1200s.

			Feeling like I’d stepped back in time, I wandered, charmed by the pastel-colored buildings and narrow cobblestoned streets. The snow began quickly and then became heavy. I knew I should head back, but I wasn’t sure which way to go. As I came to the conclusion I had just made a big circle, I became aware of a woman heading toward me.

			As she passed underneath a streetlamp, what I first noticed was the flash of hair the color of champagne. Next was the triangular-shaped face with its sharp nose and wide, almond-shaped eyes. Eyes that widened to almost impossible proportions upon her noticing me.

			Blythe Larkin didn’t try to hug me when she reached me. Or hold out her hand for a shake. When it struck me, in that confusing moment, that she wasn’t even smiling, a wave of sadness crashed over me.

			Earlier, at the opening reception of the conference, everyone had been talking about how it was particularly cold out even for Stockholm. But Blythe was wearing only a thin coat. It occurred to me that I should take off my heavier one and put it around her shoulders. Then I reminded myself that she wasn’t someone I needed to take care of anymore. In fact, she had never needed taking care of.

			I wasn’t expecting to see her that night, but for years I had known it was possible I would run into her again. There are certain inevitabilities. The chance that two people close in age working in the same small field might at some point attend the same museum opening, gallery show, biennial, or symposium, is anything but a mystical alignment of the stars.

			“Eben Elliot,” Blythe said, treating my name like a whole thought.

			“Aren’t you cold?”

			“A little.” She laughed as she always had at my non sequiturs, and the sound threatened to send me reeling into memories. “I didn’t know it was going to snow.”

			“Neither did I,” I said.

			“What are you doing here—” I started to ask, and then realized I knew the answer. “Of course, you must be here for the conference. Except I didn’t see you today at the opening reception.”

			“I missed it. A delay at home.”

			Home? I didn’t know if that was still London and found the thought disturbing.

			“But now you’re here.” I sounded like an idiot, but in my defense, I hadn’t seen her in eight years and was stymied.

			“I am.” She nodded. “I’m giving a talk, on the subject of my new book.”

			I hadn’t read through the schedule. I wasn’t even supposed to attend this symposium. “Yes, congratulations. You’ve already had two books published, haven’t you?”

			Why was I asking as if I didn’t know? Both of her books were in the gift shop at the museum where I worked. Whenever I walked through, her name on the covers would leap out at me like neon.

			“Where are you headed?” she asked, gesturing to the street.

			“I was trying to get back to the hotel, but I came—”

			“Came out without a map?” she interrupted with a knowing look.

			It is annoying, endearing, and embarrassing to have an old lover remind you of how little you have changed.

			“So it seems.”

			“You’re staying at the conference hotel?”

			I nodded.

			“Me too. I was heading back. Come on.” She pointed in the opposite direction to where I’d been about to turn.

			I had a sudden flash of a giant Louise Bourgeois sculpture that had recently gone off at auction at Sotheby’s. A bronze spider the size of a large living room. Ironic that Blythe, who was not even five foot three and quite slender, would remind me of a twelve-foot-high arachnid. It was because Blythe wove webs too. As sticky and silky as the ones spiders spun. How could such tiny creatures make traps so much larger and stronger than they themselves were?

			We crossed a large square bordered by medieval buildings with a frosted fountain in its center. Falling snow cast the whole scene in cobalt.

			“It looks a bit like a Eugène Fredrik Jansson painting.”

			When I didn’t respond, she explained. “He was a late nineteenth-century Swedish landscape painter. Probably best known for his nighttime land- and cityscapes dominated by shades of blue.”

			“I’m not as well educated as I should be about Swedish painters,” I said, thinking I should spend some time rectifying that while I was here.

			“So, what were you doing tonight? Just out walking?” she asked.

			Clearly it was a question, but she asked it as if she knew the answer already. Which she probably did—something else about me that she remembered.

			When I travel, I usually spend the first day and night walking. Partly to get the feel of the city I’m in. Partly to deal with jet lag. And partly propelled by curiosity about whether there is anywhere in this world that might feel like home.

			My tiny corner of Manhattan, where I have always lived and now also work, is the only place I have ever felt truly comfortable. I’m not sure why. It could certainly be because I was born and raised there. Blood from my childhood scrapes had seeped into those sidewalks. I experienced my first kiss on our brownstone steps. My mother’s memorial service was held at a temple only a few blocks away.

			But it’s also possible I can’t envisage being comfortable anywhere else because of my truly impaired imagination. I’ve always envied artists and writers whose minds can take off on flights of fancy . . . Marc Chagall, René Magritte, Dalí . . . Gabriel García Márquez, Carlos Castaneda, Isabel Allende. . . . In fact, I’ve envied just about every goddamn writer of fiction. Every painter, sculptor, and draftsman who can pick up their tool of choice and create a simulacrum of the world. I can’t.

			“I didn’t see your name on the list of attendees,” Blythe said as we exited the square and headed down Köpmangatan Street.

			So she’d searched the registration roster for me?

			“I wasn’t scheduled to come. A colleague at the Guggenheim had a family emergency. I took her place.”

			The topic of the conference was diversity—a serious topic to all collectors, art historians, museum directors, and curators. There was no question that the art world had favored white men for centuries, and there was an effort underway to examine and rectify the practice. I had been glad Dr. Perlstein, my supervisor, had tapped me to attend in Audrey Titus’s place. I had a personal connection to the topic. My mother had been a sculptor prior to her untimely death when I was two years old. Her work had been brash and brazen, and I, and several scholars I’d talked to, had always believed she would have received much more recognition despite her truncated life had she been a man.

			“So running into each other now isn’t that surreal. We would have run into each other one way or another,” she said.

			I turned to look at her. She was facing ahead, so I couldn’t see her eyes, but I guessed there was mirth in the deep green depths. We did know each other well. Too well, maybe.

			In the past, when she talked to me about the universe showing us a path, or fate having a hand in an event, I tended to mock her. There is enough mystery in the workings of the world without trying to find more, I used to muse. Now I couldn’t help myself and invited more of the past into the present. “Nope, not a Hecate moment.”

			Blythe had coined the phrase, attaching the name of the Greek goddess of magic to what I called coincidences but what she felt were incidents guided by fate or kismet. She wasn’t formally religious, nor did she believe in witches and wizards, but Blythe was a very spiritual woman in touch with the metaphysical world. We’d met during our first semester of graduate school at the Courtauld Institute of Art. I was writing my thesis on the use of holes in Constantin Brancusi’s and Henry Moore’s sculpture, and she was doing hers on artists who claimed their art was guided by spirits.

			“You actually said that without any irony,” Blythe said, sounding a bit surprised.

			I didn’t blame her for being taken aback. I’d been a real prick about Blythe’s beliefs, and I’d always believed my cynicism had led to our split.

			“I’ve had a while to reflect. It has been a long time.”

			She nodded. “That it has, Eben.”

			Did she sound wistful? Sullen? Merely pensive? I couldn’t tell how she felt. Hell, I didn’t even know how I felt. We had been together, inseparable, and very much in love for our two years at Courtauld. Then, just a week before graduation, Blythe ended our relationship. I returned to New York. Blythe remained in London. We had not seen each other, or been in touch, since.

			“You said you didn’t notice my name on the list of attendees. . . .”

			“Is that a question? You haven’t gotten any better at finishing your sentences, Eben, have you?”

			I had a bad habit of assuming people would know where my conversations were headed. It was a result of my ability to second-guess what other people were going to say. Although I’d never been able to do that with Blythe. She never took the path I expected. She wasn’t easy to read. She saw things I didn’t in paintings. Had ideas that had never occurred to me. No one had ever surprised me as much as Blythe. And being surprised left me shaken and off-kilter. After our breakup, I tried to console myself that at least I wouldn’t have to feel that way anymore.

			“So, why were you looking for my name on the list of attendees?” I asked.

			She took a breath as if deciding how to answer. “I always look.”

			If she’d wanted me to ask why, it wouldn’t be the first time one of us disappointed the other.

			We’d reached the causeway and crossed it. We were quiet the rest of the way back to the Grand. When we arrived, two men were standing outside, smoking. I didn’t know either of them, but they both knew Blythe and greeted her warmly. She introduced us. One was a Spanish historian from the Prado, the other a French journalist. They were going in to have a drink at the bar and invited us to join them.

			Blythe accepted the invitation, but I declined. I didn’t want to sit in a hotel bar with two strangers and Blythe, who was nearly a stranger to me now.

			“Perhaps you’d like to join us in the morning, though?” the Frenchman said. “We’re going to the Moderna Museet for a private showing. Not something you should miss; I’m sure we could get you an invitation.”

			The Moderna was one of Europe’s leading museums of modern and contemporary art. I had met the curator earlier that day at the symposium, and she had asked me to attend.

			“I was already invited; yes, I’m planning on it.” Had I said that so Blythe would know I was as much a part of the inner circle as she and her friends were? I was ashamed of myself and hoped she hadn’t noticed. I stole a glance over and saw her eyes were alight. She’d caught it. Of course she had. She’d always teased me about my ridiculous need to prove my standing.

			“Perfect, then,” the Frenchman said. “We’ll see you in the morning.”

			I bade good night to the two men and turned to Blythe.

			“Will you be coming to the Moderna as well?” I asked.

			“Yes, I wouldn’t miss it,” she answered. There was a half smile on her lips, an expression that suddenly brought me back years.

			If the two other men hadn’t been standing there, I might have said something else, but what with the jet lag and the strangeness of seeing her and that damn look in her eyes, I chose not to.

			“Well then, it was good running into you. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

			“Good night, Eben.”

			Had her voice softened when she’d said my name? I wasn’t sure. I put her and the question out of my mind and went upstairs to my room. The thing was, she didn’t stay out of my mind. I might not have slept well at all if not for that little pill that I washed down with a tall glass of water.

			

			•   •   •

			The next morning, I met the others at the front of the hotel, where a bus was waiting to take our group to the museum. On board, I looked for Blythe. When the bus took off without her, I couldn’t pretend I wasn’t disappointed.

			We arrived on Skeppsholmen just a few minutes later, and pulled up in front of a low-rise redbrick building that had once been a navy drill hall. Inside, I immediately saw Blythe was already there, talking to the Moderna’s curator. From her red cheeks and windblown hair, I realized she must have walked.

			Once all of us were assembled, the curator came over, greeted us, and took us on a tour of what was considered the world’s finest collection of artists from the region, including work by Gösta Adrian-Nilsson, Ivan Aguéli, Vera Nilsson, Sven Erixson, Nils Dardel, Siri Derkert, Björn Lövin, and Marie-Louise Ekman.

			“And now for our most recent addition—a room with several paintings done by the great artist Hilma af Klint. We are very proud that we will finally have this permanent display of some of her paintings,” the curator said as she ushered us into the next gallery.

			“Do you remember her?”

			Blythe had not been near me during the rest of our tour, but somehow we’d wound up next to each other.

			“No,” I said.

			She looked disappointed.

			We entered a large room with twenty-foot ceilings. Giant paintings filled the space with color. I looked from one cryptic canvas to the next. These paintings were lush, fresh, and exciting. Beautiful compositions in oranges, pinks, reds, yellows, light blues, and lavenders. Each painting a world unto itself but all speaking the same symbolic language suggesting flowers, seeds, wombs, vaginas, embryos, moons, suns, and stars.

			Now I vaguely did remember Hilma af Klint. She was one of the artists mentioned in Blythe’s thesis, and as such she was a figure on the periphery of my worst memory. My difficulty with the woo-woo aspects of Blythe’s research had been a serious problem for us and one of the factors that led to our breakup. The area where we disagreed most bitterly. She believed in all sorts of esoteric concepts. And I—well, the only faith I have is in not having faith.

			The curator’s voice brought me back to the present.

			“Their Friday night séances began in 1896. And in the winter of 1906, Hilma af Klint took up the spirit’s specific challenge and for the next nine years devoted herself to what she called Paintings for the Temple, some of which you see here. The entire oeuvre included over one hundred ninety-three paintings in various sizes. Hilma’s overarching idea was to convey the knowledge of how all is one. She wanted to show what is beyond the visible dualistic world. The temple to which the title of her series refers didn’t relate to an actual building at first. But in time it did, and her sketches for the temple show a spiral-shaped edifice that mirrored the many spirals in her paintings. She eventually tried but failed to get the temple built with the help of Rudolf Steiner. Today, I think of it mostly as a metaphor for spiritual evolution.”

			As I listened, I looked from one canvas to the next. And then I noticed the dozens of spirals in the abstract designs. A specific shape I knew as well as my own name. The helicoid Hilma af Klint had painted over and over was the same shape as the central design of the museum where I had been working for the last seven years, the Guggenheim Museum in New York City.

			“Excuse me,” I said when the curator stopped speaking.

			“Yes, Mr. Elliot?”

			“Did you say she called them Paintings for the Temple?” I put the emphasis on the last word.

			“Yes, exactly.”

			Across from me, I saw Blythe nod imperceptibly, acknowledging that I’d stumbled on exactly what she’d known I’d see.

			In 1943, when the Guggenheim’s first director, Hilla Rebay, wrote to Frank Lloyd Wright asking him to design the museum, she described what she envisioned as a place that would be a “temple to the spirit.” Her exact words.

			How was it that a virtually unknown female artist in Sweden painted these for a spiral-shaped temple full of art thirty years before Frank Lloyd Wright ever put pencil to paper to design a spiral-shaped temple full of art?

			At some point, Blythe had come to stand beside me again. This time I caught a whiff of her scent that I remembered from so long ago.

			“Now this is a Hecate moment,” she whispered.

			

			•   •   •

			After spending far more time walking around the Hilma af Klint exhibit that day in Stockholm, Blythe and I left the Moderna Museet together and walked back to the conference hotel.

			“So, what did you think of all that? Of the spirals in Hilma’s work and her desire to build a temple to house her paintings and the similarity of her imagined temple to the Guggenheim?” she asked.

			“It was striking.”

			“And the paintings?”

			“Intricate, complicated, and brilliant. I’m especially interested in what the curator said about all this work being hidden away in a time capsule for decades.”

			“It was very sad that she knew no one would appreciate her work in her own time. One of the tragedies of her life,” Blythe said. “Of the lives of so many women artists.”

			“I’m actually shocked about the dates. She started in this vein of drawing in 1896?”

			Blythe nodded.

			“And then began the temple paintings in 1906?”

			“Yes.”

			“So she actually predated Kandinsky, Kazimir Malevich, Piet Mondrian, and František Kupka by years and hasn’t gotten any credit for that?”

			“Yes.” Blythe smiled. “One of the things I’ll be talking about this afternoon. The fact that now many of us believe that Kandinsky was influenced by her. We know he was in Stockholm in the early 1900s. At that point, Hilma was at the center of the art world, with her studio above one of the most important galleries. Kandinsky would have surely seen her paintings in those years before his style changed and he had his breakthrough. When you look at his oeuvre with this knowledge, you can see how many elements his paintings have in common with Hilma’s. Yet she precedes him and the rest of them. She exemplifies the fate of so many women, people of different cultures, and outsiders.”

			We stopped on the bridge to watch the waterway’s traffic.

			“I’m still trying to process that she was already creating these highly sophisticated non-objective paintings by 1906, and all of the books credit Kandinsky and cite 1910 or later with the start of the movement. There’s been so little conversation about her. Why is that?” I asked.

			“For one, because she stopped showing her paintings to anyone outside of De Fem by the early 1920s. No one understood what she was trying to convey, and she decided to keep them private until the world caught up with her. So determined was she to protect her creativity, she stipulated in her will that the archive of her work be sealed until twenty years after her death. As a result, nothing was even seen till the end of the 1960s. At that point, her nephew and beneficiary offered her legacy to the Moderna, but she was unknown and they weren’t interested. He subsequently formed the Hilma af Klint Foundation and has worked diligently to introduce his aunt’s work to the art world, but it has been slow going. She’s had few international showings. In the States, she’s been included in only one group show, at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art in 1986—The Spiritual in Art. Outside of Sweden, she really hasn’t landed on anyone’s radar.”

			“Except yours. She’s one of the artists you wrote your thesis about.”

			Blythe nodded.

			I took a deep breath.

			The boat we’d been observing was crossing the river, and I watched it push apart floating pieces of ice. We started walking again. I could see the hotel ahead.

			“Well, here we are back where we started . . . or ended, rather,” Blythe said in a voice tinged with sadness.

			I looked down at her hands by her side and without thought reached over and took her right hand in mine. She turned to look at me. For a moment, neither of us said anything. There was a gulf between us as wide as the river we were crossing. Years of being apart. Of each living lives the other knew nothing about. But there was something else there as well. The thing between us that had never changed. I’d felt it the evening before and felt it again now.

			“It was good running into you,” she said.

			“Yes, it was.”

			“And . . .” She hesitated. “Maybe we can talk more. Later. Tonight?”

			“Yes.”

			“I . . .” She hesitated again.

			“What is it?”

			“I had wondered what it would be like to see you again. I didn’t think it would be like this.”

			“Like what, Blythe?”

			She leaned toward me, reached up, and kissed me.

			I hadn’t expected that. Not one bit.

			At first her lips were cold and then they weren’t. My hands, of their own accord, found her hips and pulled her toward me. The snow had started falling again; it was freezing, but we stood there pressed up to each other, relearning a landscape that we had once known so well.

			Gently, she pulled away. Her lips were a little bruised; her eyes were soft.

			“I’m sorry, I didn’t—” she said.

			“No, please, the last thing I want you to do is apologize.”

			“I can’t believe I did that. I had only intended to ask you if we could talk.”

			“And we can.”

			We reached the hotel, and Blythe disentangled her hand from mine. I didn’t know what she’d been thinking as we’d walked those last few yards. I’d been thinking that I’d forgotten how silken her skin felt and how many hours we’d spent touching in those years we’d been together. I’d never gotten enough of her, and she’d acted as if she felt the same. Until she didn’t anymore.

			We walked up to the hotel. Those of our colleagues who’d also been at the museum were just getting off the bus. One called out to Blythe that he wanted to ask her a question. We waited. He wanted to know more about Hilma af Klint and her séances. As she answered, others from the group gathered to listen until there was a small crowd out on the sidewalk.

			It seemed everyone knew about her expertise on Hilma af Klint but me.

			“Forgive me,” she finally said to everyone. “I have to go over my notes for my lecture this afternoon.”

			She broke away and headed inside. I followed her. “Do you really need to go over your notes, or do you have time for coffee?” I asked.

			Her eyes, her beautiful eyes, searched mine, and for a few seconds she didn’t answer. I have never been much of a romantic. I’ve never read poetry. I find sappy movies and pop music that prattles on endlessly about loss annoying. I don’t like picnics or celebrate Valentine’s Day. But Blythe was an incurable romantic and often she would write out bits of poems and leave them for me. During those two years we were together, I’d been moved, despite myself, by some of them. And now, standing in the busy entranceway of the hotel, I remembered a line of a poem she’d read to me once.

			“Had we but world enough and time, this coyness, lady, were no crime. . . .”

			Hearing it, Blythe smiled. Despite all the people around us and the cacophony in the lobby, it was as if we’d slipped back into the easy intimacy we’d once shared.

			And then her demeanor changed. Suddenly, she looked apprehensive.

			“Are you nervous about your lecture?”

			She gave a short laugh. “No. I teach a lecture class to over two hundred students. This will be easy-peasy.”

			“Easy-peasy.” Now I laughed. I hadn’t heard anyone use that expression in years.

			Yet another conference goer approached us. This time it was to talk to me, and Blythe used the interruption to excuse herself, saying she really did need to go over her notes.

			I wished her luck and returned to the conversation with my colleague. Afterward, I went to the hotel restaurant to have some coffee and try to sort out the mess in my addled brain. While I waited for my order, I took out my phone and found a text from Daphne. It was brief, as her texts usually were.

			
				How is the conference? Landed an A-list client today—very busy here. Have an event March 29—you free? Check in tomorrow?

			

			I felt a sudden peculiar emptiness and then disappointment. There was nothing wrong with the message. Daphne Thorne and I had been seeing each other for three months. I had gotten used to her shorthand. So why was I reacting like that?

			On paper, so much about Daphne was right. She’d grown up in Manhattan as well, so we shared a lot of the same cultural references. She owned her own wealth management firm and so was educated about the arts. She was coolly chic and cultured in a New York way. She was independent, which I liked. She took being self-sufficient very seriously and claimed no relationship would ever define her. I appreciated all that and enjoyed her acerbic sense of humor. We seemed to fit well together without complications.

			So why was I feeling like something was wrong?

			We’d first met at the museum. One of her clients, Branford Jones, had a long-term goal of sitting on the board of a New York museum. As a first step, Daphne had suggested he fund shows at several museums and see which one he found most compatible. After contacting our corporate sponsorship department and finding out what we had coming up, she suggested he look into co-funding the Helen Frankenthaler show we were planning.

			My supervisor asked me to make the presentation as the show’s associate curator. Jones was interested, and over the next few weeks we had several meetings. Once he’d signed on and all the sponsorship details were worked out, he and his wife threw a party to celebrate our collaboration. Daphne and I wound up leaving at the same time. It was raining heavily when we got downstairs, and she offered to drop me off, since she had a car picking her up. I accepted the offer rather than getting soaked while waiting for a cab, and I hopped in.

			“I never mix business with pleasure,” she said. “But now that the business part is over, do you want to go for a nightcap?”

			“It would be my pleasure,” I said.

			She laughed. We began sleeping together that night.

			It was that simple.

			As I reread her text, it suddenly felt a little too simple. That was Daphne. No questions about what I’d been doing or recriminations about why I hadn’t yet contacted her. Just taking care of business. Still, being with a woman who was so much like me was much easier, I reminded myself as I took a sip of the strong black coffee.

			Easier than what? I wondered. Who was I comparing her to? As if I didn’t know.

			

			•   •   •

			Blythe’s lecture started at one p.m. She’d taken the title from a famous 1971 essay—“Why Have There Been No Great Woman Artists?,” written by Linda Nochlin. The piece had made waves when it was published and still does.

			I took a seat in the second row. I watched Blythe’s face as I listened to her give her impassioned speech.

			She’d been twenty-four when we’d met, our first year at Courtauld. Three years my junior. She’d come to graduate school straight from getting her undergraduate degree at the Sorbonne—her father was French, her mother British. I’d taken another route and, after Yale, had gone to work at Gagosian Art Gallery in New York. A few years later, when I realized I wasn’t going to get where I wanted with my career without at least a master’s degree, I enrolled at Courtauld.

			As I watched Blythe at the podium, I thought that she seemed not to have aged at all in the last eight years. Nor had she altered her eclectic style. Her blond hair still fell in Pre-Raphaelite waves down to her shoulders, and her eyes were still rimmed in smudged kohl. She wore a half dozen amulets and talismans hanging from silver chains around her neck. And she still had wrapped round her wrists the same black-and-red silk cords with evil eyes, hamsas, and little Buddha charms.

			She was wearing big silver hoop earrings, an emerald green poet’s blouse, and a long skirt in a green a few shades darker. Blythe always looked as if she’d studied centuries of styles, borrowing and winnowing them down to create a unique look.

			I tried my best to concentrate on what Blythe was saying. But I managed only a few minutes before I was thinking of those heady days in London when we fell for each other, harder than I’d ever fallen for anyone before. Or since, I had to admit, if I was honest with myself. Which I tried to be.

			And now here we were in a hotel in Stockholm. Away from all of our obligations, and maybe we could— And then it struck me that I knew nothing about her life now. Was she married? Did she have a family? What was wrong with me? Blythe was giving an erudite lecture on an important subject I should have been paying attention to, and instead, I was remembering the feel of her hair and the shine of her skin after we’d made love.

			What was the pull between us? Why hadn
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