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‘Miss Teerlinc? Elisabeth Teerlinc?’
‘Th at’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.’
‘Th ank you. Please enjoy the show.’
Th e client drift ed off  into what felt like a crowd, though 

Gentileschi only held about thirty people. My space may 
only have been fi ft een paces long, but every stride I took 
across it belonged to me. Th e gallery was on the ground 
fl oor 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. Th e 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 towards the origins of this city whose enchantments 
were built on ships and sweat and spices.

My fi rst Italian presentation was a group show of Serbian 
artists, the Xaoc Collective, who worked out of a squat in 
Belgrade. Th e pieces – embroidered collages and canvases set 
with whimsical found objects – were folksy and deliberately 
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apolitical, undemanding and easy on the eye, as were the 
prices. And they were selling. Th ey 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 estab-
lished. Th e relatively quiet months around the fi lm 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 prepar-
ation for its next arrival.

I’d spent weeks writing the invitations for the view-
ing, assembling a short press release, choosing the exact 
grey linen papers for the catalogue and negotiating with a 
painting fi rm 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 subver-
sive.) Not much diff erent to the busywork I had done back 
at my day job at the House in London, but the diff erence 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. Th ese guests and these glasses were real, as 
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were the handwritten labels which the students were fi xing 
one aft er another next to the pieces to show that they were 
taken. Standing there, poised, polished, confi dent, 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 
fl ipping idly through my carefully written catalogue. 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 fi rst 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 off ered 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-fi ve. ‘Of course – if 

perhaps you wouldn’t mind waiting a little. Th e show’s just 
about to end.’
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He glanced around 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.’
‘Th ank 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 goodbyes 
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 fi rmly out onto 
the quay, where the sky was just beginning to mist from 
sapphire to honeydew. I thanked the helpers, who had 
stacked the catalogues 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 surpris-
ing results. It was a . . . signifi cant collection, he continued. 
I knew what that meant. I asked if his client had consid-
ered using one of the experts at the IFAR, the International 
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Foundation for Art Research. Th ere 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. Th e kind of off er no respectable 
girl should take, at least not until she knows how much it’s 
worth. On cue, the mystery employer was off ering 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 off ered 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 colour of new butter, and waited expectantly while 
I opened it. Inside was a draft  made out to Elisabeth Teer-
linc, drawn on a bank in Cyprus, for the fi rst 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 oft en. 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 rumour. A second-generation oligarch, 
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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 inter-
mediaries. He had been connected with successful bids 
for a Matisse, a Picasso and, less predictably, a Jacopo 
Pontormo in the past fi ve years, whilst a Pollock had defi -
nitely 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 swift ly from 
rumour into conspiracy. Twinned medallion settings 
of an Annunciation and a Madonna and Child, the pic-
tures had not been seen by the public for a hundred and 
fi ft y years. Some websperts doubted their existence, 
claiming that they had been destroyed in a fi re at the 
Jameson property in upstate New York and fraudulently 
reinsured to augment the family’s dwindling assets, oth-
ers 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.

‘Th e answer is yes. Please tell Mr –’
He cut me off  with a theatrical fi nger 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.’
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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 fl at 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 skip-
ping rope, the boys with their footballs and skateboards, 
as the market vendors packed up their boxes of squid and 
moleche and the cafés fi lled with tourists and students. It 
felt . . . neighbourly.

I was trying to visualise the pieces in Yermolov’s collec-
tion. Th e 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 fi rst 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.

Th inking over my plans for the autumn, I realised 
Yermolov’s off er was not just extraordinarily fl attering, but 
perfectly timed. Th e profi ts from the Balkan show would 
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cover the gallery’s expenses for a while, but my fl at 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. Th e fl at was 
owned by Gentileschi, paid for in cash through the gal-
lery’s bank in Panama. I hoped to move eventually into 
the secondary market, selling good pre-owned pictures, 
but for the present I lacked the cash fl ow 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 discov-
ery that I could buy cheap and sell high next spring. Th ere 
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 gold-ish 
orbs on sombre 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 . . . Th en 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 fl uent Russian (if 
he even deigned to be present), but the sounds of the lan-
guage were beginning to gel, and I thought I should make 
the eff ort to manage the basic courtesies.
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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 aft er the Second 
World War, but she still spoke Italian with a thick accent, 
and her dim studio, up six fl ights 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. Th ere 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 
which could only have been gleaned from novels, and sniff -
ily correcting the infl ections of the presenters on the Russian 
radio stations she tuned into to help me practise. ‘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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