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         lead white / led white /

         noun 

         a poisonous pigment used in painting, notable for its covering power and tough, flexible film-forming properties.

      

   


   
      

         
            Author’s Note

         

         This book is a tribute to all of the people I’ve met working in the art world and to the talent and bloody-minded dedication that sustains them, often for little financial reward. If some of the characters’ opinions and the actions they inspire can seem a little cynical about contemporary art, they rarely represent my own point of view, no more than Thomas Harris ever, himself, wanted to eat a man’s liver with some ‘fava beans and a nice chianti’.

         The book does take aim at the absurd sums of money swilling about at the very high-end of the contemporary art market in London, Basel, New York and Miami and, for this, I make no apology. Frankly, anyone who tells you this most rarefied end of the market isn’t insane probably has something to sell - or is in palpitant denial on the value of a piece they’ve just bought.

         I’d like to thank all of my early readers, in particular Aengus Kelly, PJ Lynch and Blaise Smith, for encouraging me to stick with it. The inspirational group of people I met at Curtis Brown Creative deserve a mention too, as do the Arts Council of Ireland, who supported the book in its early stages with a Travel and Training Award, and Richard Scrivener of the Creative Rights Agency in London, who worked so hard to get the book published. Thanks as well to Liberties Press, who signed it up, to my delight, in January of 2016.

         I should also thank my family and friends for putting up with me but, above all, I should thank Teresa, who never once questioned my devotion of so much time and effort to a project that was unlikely to contribute to our mortgage repayments any time soon. To have a partner so gracious, kind, funny and intelligent makes life a lot easier.

      

   


   
      

         
            Prologue

         

         A burst of fluorescent light in a white cube, and a red mist, a blood mist, a fine spray across gesso walls. Crimson lake spurting, splashing, dripping like a Pollock, and burnt umber smeared across a polished concrete floor, and a knife – a palette knife? – scraping raw sienna across a wall towards handprints, either side of a torso.

         The bloody after-image of a scream.

         The corpse lay beneath, blood sluicing from a partially-severed head. The knife slashed through clothes, through gristle, nerve, tendon and muscle. The work was exact in every anatomical detail, apart from the face: a crude, blood-sodden maquette of pummelled cartilage and shredded skin. And the hands: unresolved, no fingertips, just bloodied stumps.

         Synapses crackle.

         His optical nerve shorted.

         Reality flickered in and out of focus.

         He heard blood coursing – his own – and muffled speech.

         ‘I …’

         ‘What?’

         ‘I … it.’

         Hands motioned beside him, fingers splayed, and his own unthinking voice: ‘What did you say?’

         ‘I love it,’ the voice repeated.

         ‘What are you talking about?’

         ‘The work.’

         His breath came in short, fitful gusts. ‘The work?’

         ‘Yah, the work. The installation, the fabricated murder scene. I love it. It’s site-specific, totally uncommercial. Why was there no press release? When is the vernissage?’

         ‘The what?’

         ‘Forgive me, I’m not in Basel now. When is the private viewing, the opening?’

         Hugh’s gaze fixed on the gaping neck wound. ‘The opening?’

         ‘Yah, the opening.’

         He turned to the man by his side – Diedrich Weiss, noted critic and curator – then back to the scene in the gallery. His breathing steadied. His brain rebooted, made sense of what his eyes could see, of what the other man’s eyes could see. And if he’d learnt one thing over the past few months, it was that what the eyes see is malleable, a supple clay in the right hands.

         ‘Of course,’ Hugh said, a tremor still in his voice, ‘the opening. What was I thinking? We haven’t fixed a date yet. The artist is still ironing out some technical issues. Trying out various fake-blood recipes. You know, for their … viscosity.’

         Diedrich nodded gravely. ‘Yah, natürlich, the viscosity. I can see the pooled blood around the head hasn’t clotted, or rather, it hasn’t congealed – which is the desired effect, I take it?’

         Hugh paused, then nodded in turn. ‘Yes, this has just happened. We – the viewer – have just happened upon it. That’s the artist’s intention.’

         ‘And who is the artist?’

         ‘It’s the work of … an emerging Russian talent.’

         Hands clapped gleefully. ‘Russian! I should have guessed. Post-Soviet art is so visceral. Unshackled from the chains of ideology but unburdened by Western bourgeois mores. I must say, this makes Hirst’s musings on our mortality look like kindergarten stuff.’ He turned to Hugh. ‘Waxwork, I presume?’

         Hugh paused a moment – waxwork? – then fixed his eyes on the German. ‘Yes, of course … waxwork.’

         ‘It is gloriously gruesome,’ Diedrich said, turning back to the scene before them. ‘The head almost hacked away. The fingertips removed.’ As he leaned closer, the giddiness wavered and his upper lip gave a slight quiver of revulsion. ‘Goodness, even the teeth have been pulled out.’ A pliers lay in a bloody pool – mixed with what looked like vomit – next to a toothless orifice where the mouth should have been.

         Diedrich rubbed his chin. ‘I’m beginning to see how the body has been depersonalised. It’s the everyman.’

         ‘In a Paul Smith,’ Hugh said, as much to himself as Diedrich, who looked confused.

         ‘The suit, it’s a Paul Smith,’ Hugh said again. The jacket flapped open on one side with a label clearly visible, as was the Cleverley’s moniker on the soles of the shoes.

         ‘Ah, the suit, the attire of the successful man. Perhaps the artist is posing a question here: ‘Is this capitalism’s sacrificial lamb?’ He nudged Hugh. ‘Or perhaps it’s the dealer, no?’

         Hugh shuddered. ‘Jesus, it could have been.’

         Diedrich placed a hand on Hugh’s shoulder and fixed him in the eye. ‘But seriously, I’m co-curating the Yokohama Triennial next year, and I want this artist on the programme. No ifs, no buts, no schedule clashes. Let’s diarise now.’

         He edged closer to the work as a fly landed on the stump of spinal cord protruding above the neck.

         ‘It might be best to stay back,’ Hugh said.

         ‘Yah, of course, very güte,’ Diedrich said jovially. ‘One mustn’t tamper with the crime scene.’ His eyes settled on the bloodied gallery walls. ‘Bravo! Such a multifaceted work.’

         ‘Why not come back and have a proper look when it’s fully installed? I forgot we had the … technicians in today.’

         ‘Yah, of course.’ Diedrich surveyed the space one last time. ‘This is wunderbar. It’s a desecration of the gallery as cultural temple. It’s the gallery as mausoleum. It’s the deposition of relational aesthetics by the alter-modernists.’ He puckered his lips – as if cramp had set in – before concluding: ‘The piece just works on so many levels.’

         ‘Yeah,’ Hugh said, ushering the critic towards the exit and glancing back over his shoulder. ‘There’s certainly a lot here to dissect.’
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            Four months earlier

         

         
      
    

      

   


   
      

         
            CHAPTER 1

            Gild it and They Will Come

         

         ‘This man called by looking for you,’ the message said. ‘A big chap. Rude too. Bit of a bolts-through-the-neck job, actually.’ There followed an awkward pause. ‘Anyhooo, the intern told him where you’d gone. Sorreee!’

         The message was from Vicky, his gallery manager. Hugh hung up and slipped the phone in his pocket just as the taxi pulled up at the kerbside in Whitechapel.

         ‘That it, sport?’ the driver asked, pointing at the hundreds of lightbulbs fixed onto plywood and hung above the entrance of a building across the street.

         Hugh sighed. ‘It might very well be.’

         He paid the driver and stepped out onto the pavement. A canvas of low cloud with a fine craquelure of sunlight gave the halo of bulbs over the gallery doors an unintentionally gothic quality. They spelled out the title of the exhibition opening that evening – conTemporary art? – billed as a showcase of twelve up-and-coming young artists.

         Hugh mulled it over and, in the spirit of blind optimism that had sustained him for the past year, decided that Neck-Bolts was unlikely to pursue him across central London at half six on a Thursday evening. He crossed the street and rounded a knot of smokers on the pavement outside the gallery. A porter held the plate-glass door open and he walked straight into the main exhibition space. Scanning the crowd for Craig Charlton, his gaze settled on the far corner, where there was a commotion, a shimmer of flashbulbs and a clearing around the artist, who stood next to his work.

         Charlton was the main attraction. No surprises there. He’d caused a minor stir in the national press with his latest body of work: the dung of various animals, gilded and mounted on granite plinths. A story about him in the Telegraph was headlined CRAIG CHARLATAN?.

         The Daily Mail ran with STATE-FUNDED GALLERY MAKES A SPLASH WITH PLOP ART.

         Charlton even earned the sobriquet of THE TURD MAN OF BRITISH ART from the Sun.

         None of this was the kind of publicity that London’s art aficionados could resist, and so here they all were, like flies around shit – eighteen-carat gilded shit, according to the exhibition catalogue.

         Hugh’s attendance was more a case of needs must. He’d always had reservations over bodily discharges as artistic media, but Charlton was just the type of artist he needed to sign up if he was to trade his way out of his debts – get Neck-Bolts off his back. The artist wasn’t represented by a blue-chip London gallery and, word was, the Tate was buying some pieces from this show; having work in the Tate’s collection meant artists could at least double their prices, sometimes add a zero.

         So, steeling himself, Hugh took a glass of champagne from the bar next to the entrance and eased his way into the crowd. There was a din of clinking, chattering, forced laughter, corks popping, extravagantly insincere greetings. All around him artists preened and talked about money, while the moneyed swooned and talked about art. Dealers and art consultants oiled the space in between. Hugh could also spot the rubber-neckers – well-heeled ones, granted – drawn here by the no-doubt-spurious tweet that Brad Pitt was coming, likely emanating from the gallery’s PR company.

         In a way, the PR people had their work cut out. The space wasn’t the pristine white box that all artists aspire to nowadays. It was a converted Victorian industrial space run by the city council, with lots of rough edges: a colonnade running along one end with a mezzanine above it, and three enormous sash windows at the other – which meant the light in the space varied according to the time of day. There were oak floorboards as well, instead of the polished stone or concrete floor that was de rigueur in most newer spaces. But the gallery had a reputation for  showing cutting-edge work and had helped establish the careers of some of the bigger beasts of the art world. Its openings were also a fixture on the city’s social calendar and were lavishly sponsored by a phalanx of banks and companies lining up to give a cultural sheen to their corporate branding.

         At the very least, this meant that the canapés were half-decent. Hugh had skipped lunch and was taking full advantage. He bit into a pleasing confection of cranberries and smoked duck and studied Charlton’s demeanour from across the room. There were plenty of other people there he knew, none of whom he could risk being drawn into conversation with, just in case Neck-Bolts did stalk him across the city. He only had time for Charlton and the waitresss who hovered around him with a near-empty tray of canapés, most of which he had eaten. He took the last one and ate it whole.

         ‘I bring you more,’ she said, winking at him and slipping past the two couples alongside.

         The couples looked forlornly at the tray before turning back towards Charlton. ‘Any idea how much Craig’s shifting his stools for?’ the one still wearing his shades snorted into a champagne flute. Hugh had already clocked them as artists, even before he overheard their conversation. The grungy dress and the frantic quaffing of the free bubbly were a dead giveaway.

         The artists paid little attention to the work on the wall behind them. Simple line drawings of fornicating office workers vied for notice with a huge, garishly-coloured painting of Pokémon-like creatures, playing croquet and shooting clay pigeons – think Manga comics meets Country Life. Further along the wall, a pink neon sign smugly declared: You can’t afford this work of art.

         ‘Throwing down the gauntlet with most of this crowd,’ Hugh muttered to himself.

         He moved through the crowd towards the centre of the gallery, where a gruesome scene from a Hieronymus Bosch painting was re-enacted with Lego figures on a ten-foot-long white plinth. A porter hovered over the piece, keeping a wary eye on the small boy next to it who hadn’t quite grasped that it was a work of art and not left there for him to play with. The boy was clearly used to getting his own way and shrugged off the porter, scuttling around to the other side of the plinth with his Filipino nanny in a rather sluggish pursuit. She seemed more interested in her phone than her infant charge.

         Hugh smiled at the boy and corralled him back towards the nanny. Straightening his back, he gazed blankly at the Lego apocalypse, then back towards the entrance, the smile fading as he did so.

         The competition had arrived.

         Alexandra Friedman sauntered into the room, her beatific smile holding fast. Friedman was more than just an art dealer. She was a high priestess for devotees of contemporary art, her gallery a shimmering white temple – although one where merchants and money-changers were always welcome. She paused now and then to minister to some rapt collectors or simpering artists, vainly hoping they too might be anointed.

         Friedman was unlikely to be troubled by Hugh’s presence. There were too many has-beens or never-likely-to-have-beens in his stable of artists. His sales pitch was always a little off-key; his taste in art a little too erratic; his clients a little too gauche. He didn’t even look like a typical contemporary-art apparatchik. He was big and athletic, and still lined out on a rugby field every Sunday morning, determined to eke out a few more seasons before turning forty.

         If Friedman did make it to Charlton first, Hugh’s gamble on sticking around would have been in vain. Playing it cool wasn’t an option. He pressed through the crush of suits around Charlton, bumping into him, feigning surprise.

         ‘Craig! Great to see you again. Congrats on the show.’

         Charlton gagged a little on his canapé. ‘Hello, Hugh,’ he spluttered. ‘Didn’t think this was your scene.’

         ‘Nonsense. For my money, this is the most important show in London at the moment.’

         Charlton was slight and twitchy – nothing like the shameless self-publicist portrayed in the papers. The tweed cap he wore hid a scutch of receding hair. Beneath its peak, his eyes flitted about like bluebottles in a jar. He was anxious, no doubt, that Hugh’s presence would deter other dealers from approaching him.

         They’d met before at another opening, though at the time the artist scored much lower in the ‘Hierarchy of People to Schmooze’ that every dealer employs, a crass but effective calculus of social opportunism. Hugh divided the world into two basic classes of people: the ones he needed something from, and the ones who needed something from him. A couple of shrewd publicity stunts and a high-profile exhibition had leapfrogged Charlton from the second group to the first.

         But Hugh wasn’t alone in revising his attitude to Charlton. The suit next to them drained his champagne flute and placed it on the tray of a passing waiter. The Mandarin collar on his jacket and the pelt of ash-blond hair extending below his earlobes marked him out from the corporate crowd. He stuck out a hand, pitched at an angle on the acute side of camp. ‘Güten abend. Deidrich Weiss. Have we met?’

         ‘Hugh Rhattigan from the Lead White Gallery.’

         ‘Ah yes. A nice little gallery.’

         Hugh bristled. ‘I wouldn’t call us little. We’ve got three thousand square feet in St James’s.’

         ‘Really? Perhaps I am mixing you up with another gallery. Golly, it is difficult to keep up. There are so many galleries; so many artists.’ Weiss plucked another glass of champagne from a convoy of waiters that was snaking by before fanning out across the room. ‘Have you met Larry Cockburn, CEO of the Optimus hedge fund, and one of the exhibition sponsors?’

         Hugh hadn’t copped who it was until then. A large, tanned hand was held out to him, this one spirit-level straight. Its owner was tall, only an inch shy of Hugh, and perfectly groomed, looking like he’d just stepped out of a Rolex ad. The hand wrapped itself around Hugh’s. It was the hand that wrote the cheques for one of the biggest private modern-art collections in the world. Hugh almost curtsied.

         ‘So, you own a gallery?’ Cockburn asked, the voice a mellow baritone, the accent a languid Virginian drawl.

         ‘I do. For my sins.’

         ‘What kinda work you show?’

         ‘Contemporary artists, mainly. We also handle a couple of estates.’

         ‘Anyone I’ve heard of?’ Cockburn glanced over Hugh’s shoulder towards the exit as he spoke.

         ‘We represent Jacob Gertz and Matthew Lomas.’

         Heads shook. No flickers of recognition.

         ‘Lomas has just shown at the Middlesbrough Institute of Modern Art.’

         More head-shaking. The din grew louder.

         ‘We also have work in stock by Sean Scully and Henry Moore.’

         ‘Ah, those I have heard of,’ Cockburn said, to the evident relief of all four of them. ‘I believe we have several of each. Are you familiar with our collection?’ He was clearly concerned that Hugh might not be. It had been assembled by consultants – among them Weiss – at vast expense.

         ‘Funnily enough, I’ve just seen some of the work you have on loan at the Irish Museum of Modern Art, when I was home on a visit. Very impressive.’

         ‘Ah, you’re Irish,’ Cockburn said, brightening. ‘I thought I recognised the accent. I’m a big fan of your country … wonderful golf courses.’ His voice trailed off, his eyes flitting towards the exit again. ‘Well, it’s been a pleasure, Hugh, but I see my driver is here. I’d love to go on your mailing list, though.’

         ‘Of course,’ Hugh said. ‘I’ll have you put on straightaway.’

         As it happens, Cockburn had been on the list for the previous four years. That meant about fifteen invitations and ten catalogues a year might as well have gone straight into the gallery’s recycling bin instead of in the post.

         Cockburn put his glass down on a plinth next to what looked like a gilded cow-pat, then shook Charlton’s hand while gripping his forearm and telling him what an ‘interesting experience’ it had been. He gave a perfunctory nod to Weiss and turned towards the exit, heading straight for Alexandra Friedman, who was standing nearby, talking to a freelance curator Hugh owed money to.

         ‘So,’ Weiss bellowed to regain Hugh’s attention – he’d helped himself to another canapé, with a pastry flake from the last one still attached to his upper lip – ‘I am curious to hear the trade view of Craig’s work?’

         Hugh had little option other than to be civil. ‘Well, I suppose the most obvious reading is that it’s an anti-consumerist statement.’ As he spoke, he watched Cockburn greet Friedman with a galling familiarity.

         Weiss dithered, arranging his thoughts, his tongue retrieving the pastry flake with a gecko-like flick. ‘I think the work very cleverly subverts the idea of the value we place on material possessions.’ He paused to sip his champagne. ‘If I have a curatorial mission statement, it’s to give a platform to artists who challenge conventional wisdom. Craig is just the type of artist I want to support. His work is so …. well … you know … challenging.’

         Hugh glanced at Charlton, who was nibbling on a pastry puff. He might have had time to engage in glib, half-intellectual art criticism with a professional windbag like Weiss, but Hugh certainly didn’t. The gooseberry had to go.

         ‘Tell me Deidrich, have you spoken to the critic from the Independent, over there by the Lego apocalypse?’

         ‘Wirklich?’ Weiss stood on the tips of his toes, scoping the room like a meerkat.

         ‘Short chap. Shoulder-length grey hair. Dark-rimmed glasses.’

         ‘Perhaps I should go and speak to him?’

         ‘Definitely,’ Hugh said. ‘Share your insights on the work with him.’

         No sooner had Weiss turned his back on them, than Charlton picked up the glass Cockburn had left on the plinth. He looked around for a waiter to give it to. Not finding one, he held on to it, smiling nervously at Hugh.

         Alone at last.

         Charlton’s body language spoke of discomfort. If they’d been sitting on a sofa, he’d have moved to the far end and perched on the edge, clutching a cushion. Hugh would be edging closer, a rose gripped between his teeth.

         ‘So Craig, have you thought about your next move?’

         ‘A holiday,’ he answered, sidestepping the question. ‘It’s been pretty hectic for the past couple of months getting ready for this.’

         ‘Of course. I can imagine. Where are you off to?’

         ‘Sri Lanka. There are some great surfing spots there I want to visit.’

         ‘Isn’t there a war on?’

         ‘Not in the part I’m going to. Anyhow, after five years surviving as an artist in this town, I feel quite battle-hardened.’

         ‘Is it really that bad?’

         ‘You tell me.’

         Hugh shrugged. This wasn’t a constructive line of conversation. ‘I suppose I’m really more interested in your longer-term plans. You know I’ve always been an admirer of your work.’

         ‘Have you?’

         ‘Absolutely, ever since your masters show at the Royal College of Art.’

         ‘Really? I don’t remember seeing you there.’

         ‘I missed the opening. I’m usually in Basel in mid-June.’ Not at Art Basel, the most prestigious art fair in Continental Europe, but at one of its satellite fairs. Naturally, Hugh didn’t make this clear, but Charlton probably knew it anyway.

         ‘Listen, Craig, I’ll cut to the chase here. We’d love to have you come on board with us.’

         Charlton waved at an artist friend standing nearby who was holding a bottle of Moët & Chandon triumphantly above the crowd. ‘To be honest,’ he said, ‘I’m considering a couple of offers at the moment.’

         ‘That doesn’t surprise me. If you did decide to go with us, though, we could offer you a signing-on fee. We could also guarantee to place your work in some important public collections.’

         Charlton was barely listening to Hugh as he raised both champagne flutes in the air, his own and Cockburn’s. The message: he had two drinks on the go, and wasn’t this a great lig. Hugh ground his teeth: you can take the artist out of art college ….

         He glared at the buffoon with the bottle, who came over all sheepish and lowered it. When he did, a familiar face by the main entrance came into view. The polished veneer of the professional salesman, already covered in a fine filigree of cracks, began to flake away. Neck-Bolts, aka Harry Sykes, had stalked him across the city. Harry Sykes was Hugh’s relationship manager with his principal creditor – and the relationship was going through a tricky patch. Hugh had been avoiding Harry for weeks now, hoping against hope that his luck would turn. But it wasn’t to be that evening.

         He turned back to Charlton, now being embraced like a penitent sinner by Alexandra Friedman, who’d finally negotiated her way through the crowd. ‘Let’s talk soon, Craig.’ He turned then to Friedman, palm raised. ‘Alex, great to see you. Here to admire Craig’s work as well, are we?’ Friedman didn’t answer; she just smiled serenely and adjusted the folds of her long black velvet dress.

         ‘Are you leaving us, Hugh?’ she asked.

         ‘Got to go, I’m afraid. Having dinner with a client.’

         ‘Such a pity,’ she said, still smiling.

         Hugh slipped in behind an eight-foot-high glass case – containing a waxwork of a man in a pinstriped suit, wearing a safari helmet and armed with a blunderbuss – and tried to devise a strategy.

         Maybe the blunderbuss was loaded?

         Not a good plan.

         Maybe he hadn’t been spotted? But like Hugh, Harry Sykes was a head taller than most of the people around him. His totemic face glowered over the throng close to the main entrance, looking as incongruous as some of the exhibits. A few of the artists here strove to add a sinister element to their work. Harry Sykes was sinister.

         Hugh craned his neck around the side of the glass case. Harry stared right at him, then barrelled into the crowd.

      

   


   
      

         
            CHAPTER 2

            Emergency Exit Only

         

         Harry Sykes was an old-school henchman, who seemed a little lost in the ever more multi-ethnic criminal underworld Hugh had somehow strayed into; a Disunited Nations of vice, brutality and general scumbaggery; a grown-up Benetton poster, with guns. All of it rich anecdotal fodder for the dinner parties he was invited to – less often of late, admittedly – were he ever reckless enough to draw on it.

         Hugh peeked from behind the column and felt his chest tighten. Harry was homing in on him, almost lifting one size-zero woman out of his way, pausing briefly, surprised by how light she was. Harry was ex-infantry and built like the barracks armoury: an Easter Island statue in a trenchcoat. He drew curious glances from some in his path eager to engage bohemian types, who, if they’d seen in their own neighbourhoods, would react to by pressing the central locking button on their black Range Rovers. Hod-like hands rested on their shoulders and eased them aside.

         Some of the men in his way, City types who spent an hour a day in the gym, bristled and flexed at his gruff directness. Harry cowed them with one of his don’t-even-think-about-it-mate expressions. They might’ve been toned, their bodies might’ve been hard, in many cases even their hearts, but they weren’t hard in the sense that Harry was. What made him hard was not that he’d killed a man with his bare hands, which of course he had, or bitten a man’s nose off in a fight (twice), or poured the contents of a boiling chip pan over another (his brother-in-law). What made him hard was that he did none of these things in anger. Harry did them for a living. He was hardened to acts of extreme cruelty by their very mundanity.

         Hugh retreated further under the colonnade, almost backing onto a pile of rubble entangled in sheets and blankets. On the wall beside it, a video projector cast footage of Palestinian houses on the West Bank being bulldozed by the Israeli army. He appraised the work and dismissed it in the time it took him to adjust his footing. There was little more tedious – or less saleable – than political art.

         When he turned back to the crowd, a petite woman in her early thirties with a pinched, freckled face held her hand out for him to shake it. Her blue raincoat and insistent manner were familiar, although he couldn’t quite remember from where. He could recall a more general classification: she fell into the category of people who needed something from him.

         ‘Clarissa Booth,’ she said, allowing her hand to linger in his a moment too long. ‘We met at an exhibition opening in your wonderful gallery. I promised I’d show you some of my work the next time we met.’

         ‘Clarissa, of course, good to see you again.’

         ‘I hope I haven’t caught you at a bad time.’

         Before Hugh could answer, a portfolio was produced with blown-up photos inserted into transparent plastic sleeves. Scrubby, expressionist nudes rolled on top of one another as she flicked through the pages.

         ‘Apologies for the quality of the reproductions. They need to be seen in the flesh, so to speak, although they’re not framed yet. Oh, and the halogen lights in the studio do put a slightly pink cast on them. Photographing paintings is so tricky, don’t you find?’

         ‘Absolutely.’ Hugh lapsed into the reflexive patter of a conversation he’d had many times before.

         ‘The work is really about the objectification of women’s bodies in popular culture,’ she said

         ‘Yes … objectification. Of course … I see.’

         Hugh glanced left, then right. He could make for the exit, although negotiating a path through the crowd without being drawn into a conversation again would be difficult. It was too late in any case. Like a monstrous grey cloud floating in front of the sun, Harry loomed alongside them, cutting into the beam from the video projector. Ghostly bulldozers floated across his chest while head-scarfed women flailed helplessly as their homes collapsed into rubble. He looked down, appalled at the drama unfolding on his trenchcoat. As he stepped to one side, almost tripping over the rubble on the floor, the bulldozers flitted onto the wall behind him and continued their grim work. His larder of politeness, sparse at the best of times, was stripped bare by now.

         ‘What’s all this then, a fackin jumble sale?’ he said.

         ‘And you are?’ said Clarissa, turning the pages of her portfolio – a little quicker each time.

         ‘Andy bleeding Warhol, now piss off. I need to have a word with Rhattigan.’

         ‘I beg your pardon.’ She paused on a painting of a woman Hugh’s old Jesuit headmaster would have deemed to be ‘interfering with herself’. As Harry’s gaze dropped from Clarissa to the painting, he nodded approvingly.

         Hugh closed the portfolio. ‘We’ll finish this conversation some other time, Clarissa. Why not call into the gallery some day next week?’

         ‘I’ll be there on Monday at ten. Tell your friend he needs to work on his manners.’

         ‘Believe me, he’s worse when you get to know him.’

         There was no response from Harry, other than a glimmer of offence in a slightly furrowed brow and a protrusion of his chin. Clarissa slipped off into the crowd, fumbling with her bag and her work.

         ‘All right, Rhattigan?’

         ‘I was until you arrived.’

         ‘Did I interrupt? Was you about to pull?’

         ‘No, she’s an artist.’

         ‘Why was she showing you those dirty pictures then? Was they of herself, or are her friends into it too?’

         ‘Into what?’

         ‘Taking their clothes off and making dirty pictures?’

         ‘She’s an artist. She paints nudes.’

         ‘Nudes, dirty pictures, that’s what I said.’

         ‘You’ve just dismissed a vast swathe of Western classical art as dirty pictures.’

         ‘You said it, mate, not me.’

         Hugh sighed, his eyes still flitting left and right. ‘Can I help you with anything, Harry? There are people here I need to speak to.’

         ‘You arty types are mad for it, aren’t you?’

         ‘Mad for what?’

         ‘You know.’

         ‘No I don’t.’

         ‘Yes you do, you filthy sod!’

         ‘Really, I don’t have time for this.’

         Harry’s expression darkened. ‘You’re right, you don’t. You’ve got an appointment to keep.’

         ‘I don’t have an appointment.’

         ‘I’ve just made one for you.’

         ‘With who?’

         ‘The boss.’

         ‘I told you, there are people here I need to speak to.’

         ‘Does you owe them money too?’

         ‘Can’t this wait until some other time? Tell Douglas I’ll call him in the morning.’

         ‘’Cause if you do, they’ll have to get in the queue.’

         ‘In the morning, I said.’

         ‘And hope they’re not chasing up a stiff for their money.’

         Alexandra Friedman floated by, with a couple of wealthy clients in tow. She gave Hugh a plastic smile, which dissolved into a look of bewilderment when her gaze drifted on to Harry. Hugh responded with a plastic smile of his own, Harry with a leaden scowl.

         Hugh turned his back on Friedman and said through gritted teeth, ‘Maybe we should have this conversation outside.’

         ‘After you, mate,’ Harry said, extending his arm in a gesture of mock chivalry.

         Hoping to slip out quietly, Hugh made for the double metal doors beside them bearing an ‘Emergency Exit Only’ sign. He pushed down on the bars but couldn’t budge them. Harry shoved him aside and in the same motion pushed on the bars. The doors swung open, setting off an alarm, more cloying bleat than siren. Light gushed in, washing away the image from the video projector.

         They stepped outside into an alleyway bathed in shallow early-evening sunlight. Harry jutted a finger and tipped his head in the direction of Cannon Street, his black brogues crunching on broken alcopop bottles as he set off. Without breaking his stride, he stepped out onto the road, an open hand to stop the traffic morphing into a raised thumb when the drivers yielded, not out of courtesy but rather because the only alternative was to run him over.

         Hugh’s jaw slackened and a long exhalation deflated his chest. Life had been like a slow-motion train-wreck for the past couple of months. It was almost a relief that Douglas Virgo had hit the play button again.

         The car was parked outside a laundrette in the bus lane opposite, emergency lights blinking. It was a 1962 silver Bentley Continental, a long swooping beast of a car with a snarling radiator grill and four leering headlamps. A proper Englishman’s car, Virgo had once crowed to Hugh, not one of those Swedish cars that hector you to put your seatbelt on, or an off-roader – a Chelsea tractor – useful only if your wheels got stuck in a gravel driveway.

         ‘Get in the car,’ Harry said, directing him towards the back.

         ‘What’s the magic word?’

         ‘Abraka-fuckin-dabra. Now get in.’

         Hugh opened the door and sank into a red hide seat. His nostrils were singed by aftershave, presumably the driver’s, who turned and gazed at him. He was lean – built like a welterweight – and would have a hunted look to anyone who hadn’t just been hunted by him. His pale blue eyes gauged Hugh’s size and condition.

         A tremor went through the car as Harry’s twenty-odd grizzled stones hit the front passenger seat. Without a word the driver tugged on the dash-mounted gearstick and launched into a three-point turn, spinning the steering wheel with the ball of his open palm. Hugh lurched back and forth, looking in vain for a seatbelt, then clutched instead on the overhead handgrip.

         The car gunned the hundred yards to a crossroads, stealing through the orange light and on to Commercial Road before pulling up at a line of traffic. The driver tilted his head back, though not far enough to meet Hugh’s eye.

         ‘You the bloke who is owning gallery, are you?’ he said, in a heavily accented voice, Russian perhaps.

         ‘I am.’

         ‘You an artist?’

         ‘No, I represent artists.’

         ‘Oh,’ he said, pausing. ‘My girlfriend paints. How you say? Obstruct?’

         ‘Abstract.’

         ‘Yes, abstract. Not old-fashioned shit.’

         ‘Right.’

         ‘She not selling them, though. Only geeving as presents.’

         The conversation waned when the lights turned and the line of traffic crept through the junction.

         ‘How much you take?’ the driver began again abruptly, this time catching Hugh’s eye in the rear-view mirror.

         ‘Sorry?’

         ‘How much you taking when selling paintings? Twenty percent?’

         ‘The gallery’s usual commission is fifty percent.’

         ‘Fifteen, not bad.’ He nodded his approval in a histrionically un-British way.

         ‘No, fifty – five zero,’ Hugh said, mouthing the words carefully.

         The driver inhaled sharply. ‘Feefty focking percent. I thought we was the crooks.’

         Harry heaved his shoulders in an arc, meeting Hugh’s gaze full on. ‘Fifty percent. You thieving swine.’

         ‘It’s not cheap running a gallery in the West End,’ Hugh said. ‘And I pay for art fairs, catalogues, advertising, mailings, private views. I’ve got staff too, you know.’

         ‘Fifty percent,’ Harry said again. ‘Pavel, my son, we are in the wrong business.’

         ‘I think we open gallery, Arry. Make crazy money.’

         ‘Do fack-all work.’

         After a moment’s reflection, Harry added: ‘Pity we’re not queer, though.’

         ‘Ah,’ said Pavel, the kopek dropping. ‘He big faggot.’

         ‘Not that it’s any of your business,’ Hugh cut in, ‘but I’m married – to a woman. Well … separated, actually.’

         There was another pause before Pavel asked: ‘Wife no liked you shagging men?’

         The two cropped, tonsured heads in front bobbed in amusement. At least they seem to enjoy their work, Hugh thought – which was more than he could say.

      

   


   
      

         
            CHAPTER 3

            Nearer, My God, to Thee

         

         They drove along Aspen Way towards the Docklands, the city’s entrails stretching from Tower Bridge down to Woolwich. It was a part of London Hugh steered clear of, unless he was lunching with a client at Canary Wharf or catching a flight home to Dublin from City Airport. Mostly, he just found it ugly, but today it seemed full of menace as well. A pillow of dark cloud smothered the Royal Victoria Dock from the east. Across a slate-grey Thames, the Dome sat like a giant slumbering insect that would lay waste to the Greenwich Peninsula if disturbed. Above them, the whining of a jet bound for the airport drowned out the rumble of the Bentley’s four-litre engine.

         Hugh’s forehead began to ache. Champagne never agreed with him – bit of an occupational hazard. He took a pack of paracetamol from the inside pocket of his jacket, and popped the last two blisters onto his hand. He could really use something stronger. Maybe some of those downers Virgo sold to strung-out cokeheads in the City to take the edge off their morning-after jitters. Most of them had bought the coke from Virgo as well. Not that they knew – or cared, for that matter.

         The paracetamol stuck to Hugh’s tongue, which was still chalky from the champagne. He swallowed hard but the tablets lodged in his gullet and seemed to swell to the size of pound coins. He sat up, pushed his shoulders back and gave a slight tremor. He wound down the window a couple of inches and let the cool evening air gush over his face, then gagged a little when a battered old Transit van pulled out from the slip-road in front of them and belched thick exhaust fumes over the Bentley.

         As the fumes cleared, he caught his reflection in the chrome wing mirror. He was handsome, so he’d been told, if a little dishevelled – what had begun many years ago as an affectation had become habit. But the shadows under his eyes and the first flecks of grey at his temples were wrought by more recent stresses.

         He’d told Harry and Pavel that he was separated but strictly speaking that wasn’t true, not since that morning, at any rate, when the final divorce decree had arrived in the post. He’d read it with a numbed regret, a sense that he’d been a remote spectator for the last year of the marriage, unable or unwilling to save it. There’d been no real acrimony, just a creeping realisation that the marriage had failed – a failure, mercifully, not compounded by having children.

         Sitting at the kitchen table of his flat in Camden, his gaze had drifted from Rebecca’s signature on the last page of the divorce papers to his credit-card statement, lying like a lead slab on the table in front of him, and from there to the mood-jarring verdure of the beech trees outside his window, stretching over Albert Street, glistening after an early-summer sun shower. The numbness slowly gave way to a gnawing guilt. He knew he’d behaved badly. And the worst of it was that he’d never even said sorry.

         She filed on the grounds of ‘unreasonable behaviour’ – which was about right. She’d had enough of the drinking, the erratic hours, and the questionable company he was keeping, although she barely knew the half of it. She’d also wearied of his chaotic finances, of Hugh shovelling everything he earned back into his money-pit of a business.

         He’d always been cavalier with money – reckless, she would have said. He spent it when he had it and – over the past few years – had borrowed it and spent it when he hadn’t. But even she acknowledged that bad luck had played its part. Hugh had opened his gallery on 15 September 2008, the day Lehman Brothers was declared bankrupt. The opening party felt more like a wake for the boom years than a celebration. The small crowd that came brought their condolences but not their chequebooks. One wag, while quaffing the free bubbly, even suggested that Hugh ought to have hired a string quartet to play ‘Nearer, my God, to thee’ as the ship went down on its maiden voyage.

         Little had improved in the almost four years since. The very high end of the art market stumbled after the financial crash but quickly found its stride again. Meanwhile, Hugh got caught in the squeezed middle and never shook himself free. When Rebecca asked him to close the gallery and look for his old job back, he refused. When she pressed him, he withdrew, and towards the end he avoided her altogether.

         It already seemed like another lifetime – someone else’s lifetime.

         He’d moved out six months earlier, taking little other than his share of the mortgage and the shreds of the promise he’d once shown. Rebecca was the sister of a teammate at the London Irish Amateurs, where Hugh had played rugby since moving to London fifteen years earlier. She reminded him near the end how eligible he had seemed when they’d first met: shabbily handsome, with a wry charm and a blossoming career at the auction house, Frith’s, where he’d worked in the Modern British department before opening his own gallery. There were kinks in his personality – an irreverently independent mind and a rashness that early on she’d only ever seen on a rugby field. But Rebecca seemed to feel that these were kinks she could straighten out. That was her biggest mistake.

         She wasted little time in getting on with her life. Within two months of Hugh leaving, she’d put their house on the market and moved in with the head of corporate finance at a Swiss investment bank in the City who, as it happens, she’d met at an opening in Hugh’s gallery. Bastard hadn’t even bought anything. Hugh had since heard from her brother that they’d got a Portuguese water dog – to fetch the sticks thrown by the child they were expecting.

         Hugh’s solicitor suggested he counter-file on grounds of adultery, given that the new relationship overlapped with the old one. But Hugh let it go. In fact, he didn’t respond at all to the divorce petition, which meant, after twenty-one days, that he agreed with it. He certainly didn’t try to talk her out of it, not that there would have been much point.

         As he held his own gaze in the Bentley’s wing mirror, heading east across the city, he was resigned, almost stoical. He wouldn’t talk his way out of this either.

         It wasn’t that Douglas Virgo was the only person he owed money to: his club of creditors had become less exclusive by the day. It was just that, with the others, he’d consoled himself with the thought that his problems had become theirs. The bank and his landlords had a vested interest in giving him a chance to redeem himself. They wouldn’t get their money if they forced him out of business. Smaller creditors would send a plaintive invoice with OVERDUE stamped on it in red ink, or a stern letter from a debt-collection agency. They would badger him or his solicitor, whose fee he hadn’t paid for two years, but he could always drip-feed them some cash or string them along with his gladly-pay-you-Tuesday routine, which was second nature by now. This was hardly a source of pride to him, but the alternative – allowing the business to tank – would crush whatever vestige of pride he had left.

         He wasn’t sure why, but until now he hadn’t fretted so much over the money he owed Virgo. It hadn’t seemed like such a pressing problem. Maybe it was because Virgo had been such a hands-off investor. Or maybe it was because Hugh thought he had the measure of him. The gallery had been a diversion, not so much a trip as a gentle little spin for Virgo’s ego.

         Douglas Virgo: patron of the arts, pillar of low society, the Lord Sainsbury of the criminal class. He wasn’t much different to any other benefactor of the arts. A life devoted to making truckloads of cash was somehow validated by giving a little back to something with a higher purpose. You get to bask in the reflective kudos of the arts without braving the penury and personality disorders that often came with it.

         Virgo’s vanity was tickled by putting money into a gallery, and he seemed embarrassed, or maybe just too distracted, to ask for it back. Come to think of it, by Virgo’s standards, it wasn’t even all that much: a few hundred grand, give or take. And it wasn’t as though Hugh’s casual approach to servicing his debt would undermine Virgo’s fearsome reputation on ‘the street’ – or whatever vernacular it was he used to describe London’s criminal underworld.

         The reason had seemed obvious to Hugh: the art world and the underworld didn’t overlap.

      

   


   
      

         
            CHAPTER 4

            Good Lord, the Attitude

         

         Aside from Felix Lazaar, that is. He was Virgo’s entrée into the art-collecting fraternity, and Hugh’s into the criminal.

         ‘My reputation is my collateral,’ Lazaar had said the first time they shook hands, six years before, when Hugh was still working at Frith’s. There was a wretched artfulness about the line, just like the man who coined it. It was a dagger in the heart of desperate creditors. A ‘fuck you’ and a ‘how dare you impugn my integrity’ in the same breath.

         An art dealer, an antique dealer, and a naturalised crook, Felix Lazaar used the words ‘reputation’ and ‘integrity’ as freely as he spent the money he owed to his many unrequited creditors. Hugh knew him to see from auction viewings: the man who scratched, tapped, tugged and sniffed on furniture, paintings, clocks and statuary, held Meissen teacups up to the light, chaperoned by a skittish porter, and nodded in agreement with his own appraisal. During auctions, he stood at the back of the saleroom, arms folded, head bowed, bidding with a furtive twitch of a rolled-up catalogue.

         Lazaar was part of the ‘Ring’, a cabal of dealers who didn’t bid against one another in the auction rooms. One of the Ring would buy the lot, then they adjourned to a local hostelry or a hotel room, where they reauctioned the piece and divided up the difference between the hammer price and their own ‘knock-out’ auction price among themselves. Everyone was happy, except for the original vendor. And the auctioneers. Oh, and the person who eventually got fleeced in an antique shop or a gallery. It was against the law, but then it was difficult to prove what they were up to, even though they’d been doing it under the noses of the auction houses for years.

         Hugh had no direct dealings with the Ring, so Lazaar’s sudden interest in him caught him off guard. He was having a lunchtime sharpener in the Golden Lion on King Street on the afternoon of a porcelain sale, mulling over plans to get out of Frith’s and open his own gallery. Lazaar sat in conclave with the other dealers in the Ring, under the bowed window, dappled in light from the stained-glass partition that wrapped around them. He caught Hugh’s eye from across the bar and raised his gin and tonic by way of a greeting. Hugh looked over his shoulder to see if the greeting was directed at someone behind him but saw only his own reflection in the etched mirrors. He nodded back, then slouched a little so that his face was screened by a bank of hand-pumps. He watched them through the gaps, though, as they flicked through the sale catalogue, discussing each lot.

         They were all men, the youngest in his mid-forties, the oldest in his mid-seventies. Lazaar was one of the elders of the group: not the alpha male, but he had the status age bestowed on anyone in such a precarious business, which was under constant assault from recession, shifting tastes, Habitat. There were booming voices, guffawing and pontificating, fading into a conspiratorial murmur, no doubt when money was being discussed. Their scent drifted across the bar, laden with cologne, body odour, cigar smoke and stale pheromones.

         They ordered another round, chatting up the barmaid.

         ‘Where are you from, my dear?’ asked Lazaar.

         ‘From a Spain,’ she said, with practised curtness.

         ‘I guessed as much. Where in Spain?’ He wrapped his arm around her waist, lest she try to escape. His broken-veined cheeks flushed with excitement, setting off his burgundy cravat.

         ‘Granada.’

         ‘Ah Granada, the Alhambra, the magical red fortress. How marvellous for you. An interesting fact about the Alhambra …’

         Hugh drained his glass and slipped out while Lazaar and his chums leered at their Spanish conquest.

         He thought no more of Lazaar’s greeting in the Golden Lion until the following week. He was sitting outside Franco’s on Ryder Street, cigarette in one hand, espresso in the other. The mid-afternoon lull was broken by a futile growl of acceleration from a black Lamborghini that burst from a parking space before pulling up sharply at St James’s Street. Hugh twisted in his seat to admire the car, and turned back to find a bridling Lazaar standing by his table.

         ‘Ignorant so and so,’ he said, in a strangulated Home Counties drawl.

         Hugh gazed back towards St James’s. ‘Nice car, all the same.’

         Lazaar sat down opposite him. ‘Mind if I join you?’ he asked, already shuffling his chair under the table.

         His navy blazer was embroidered on the breast with the moniker of a sailing club in Kent. He usually wore a golf-club tie or some other emblem of status, like a tag in a cow’s ear telling you its pedigree. Deck shoes, chinos and a white cashmere scarf completed the look. He had unerringly lush hair for a man of his age – early sixties – even if it did only cover half of his head.

         He set down an Avery’s bag on the chair next to Hugh. The bag was bulging with a parcel of bubble-wrap and brown tape.

         ‘Hugh, isn’t it, from Frith’s? Recognised you from your photo in the ModBrit catalogues.’

         These smiling mugshots gave a false impression of warmth and charm, the degree of which in reality depended on your net worth. Hugh’s knowing frown jarred a little with the other photos. There was a surfeit of fresh-faced, female Oxbridge graduates, attractive in a bland sort of way. The men were older, bespectacled and balding, their names double-barrelled – with at least one ‘von’ something-or-other thrown in for good measure. Their expressions were singularly smarmy.





OEBPS/9781910742907_cover_epub.jpg





OEBPS/logo_online.png
P2 = W'
4
it 1






