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Francisco Goya – Self-portrait




Floating on the water at the edge of the canal, hardly visible, was a bundle, wrapped tightly in a soiled white blanket. It was small, benign, but eerie. Gently, it glided away and began its grisly procession down the middle of the canal, on an almost imperceptible current. Transfixed, they watched its progress, the bundle finally passing under the full glare of one of the restaurant’s outside lamps. The beam illuminated the blood-spattered wrapping – and the place where the parcel had come partially untied.


From which a disembodied hand, fingers outstretched, clawed its way to the light.








BOOK ONE
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Bordeaux, France, May 1828


Under a horned moon, two figures paused. It was past one in the morning in the cemetery, on a humid, early summer night, when even the insomniacs of the town were restlessly asleep. Both men knew that if they were caught they would be jailed. Grave-robbing, especially the plundering of the crypt of an important man, could result in a long imprisonment. Or worse.


Impatiently, the older man began to shuffle his feet, his companion breaking open the seal into the crypt. Together they entered, ivy leaves brushing against their faces as they hurried in. Shutting the door behind them, the younger man immediately lit an oil lamp.


‘It’s here,’ he said, holding up the light to illuminate the crypt.


The interior was dark and clammy with damp, the smell of mould oppressive as the man shone the light around the chamber. In the centre stood a large stone casket with a sealed lid, a mottled spider casting an intricate web over the lock, the lamplight flashing on the sticky threads. Without speaking, the man reached for his hammer and then brought it down violently, smashing the seal of the tomb.


‘Come on,’ he hissed at his companion. ‘We have to be quick.’


Pushing at the stone, they strained to move the weighty top off the sarcophagus. Grunting with the effort, they finally edged the lid open, the smell of decomposition hitting both of them and making the older man gag. Together they pushed the lid further. It shifted a little. Again, they pushed. It slid again. On the third try it crashed on to the floor on the other side of the sarcophagus. The noise was deafening in the confined space.


Losing his nerve, the older man hurried to the door and looked out. For a long, breathless moment they waited for the sound of someone raising the alarm. But the noise hadn’t woken anyone. Not even the stonemason who lived by the cemetery gates.


‘Help me,’ the younger man ordered.


‘I can’t—’


‘Shut up!’ the first snapped, turning back to the tomb and shining the light into it.


Expressionless, he stared at the remains of the man who had been buried a month before. As the odour increased – suffocating in the cramped vault – the robber could see that the corpse’s white collar and cuffs were stained with decomposition fluids, the face puffy and oozing, the crossed hands black on the underside of the fingers and palms where the blood had settled in death. Supposedly airtight, the sarcophagus had, however, leaked in enough oxygen and damp to begin decay. Sinkage in the ribcage and eye sockets was pronounced and the lips of the cadaver had shrunk, drawn back from the bared teeth like an animal about to attack.


Stooping down, he took out a knife and hacksaw from his bag and turned back to the sarcophagus. Leaning over, he pulled back the white grandee collar from the corpse’s throat, the smell intensifying as he touched the slime of the skin. Then, savagely, he drew his knife across the throat, the skin and muscle giving way and exposing the bone beneath.


‘Give me the hacksaw.’


Handing him the tool, the older man turned away, not seeing but hearing the repetitive sound of sawing. When he finally looked back, his companion had climbed into the coffin and was straddling the corpse. The cadaver’s flesh pooled under his fingers, his hands slipping as he sawed frantically at the neck bones. Finally, sweating with effort, the man tried to lift the head off, hoping to wrench it free from the body. The sound of cracking echoed in the dark crypt, the shadows of the grave robbers looming vast on the damp walls, the oil lamp flickering hellishly as he yanked at the head.


With a sickening crunch it came away from the body, the grave robber losing his balance and falling back against the corpse’s legs.


Slowly the horned moon sidled up the night sky, making chalk patches on the indigo earth. Moving furtively down a quiet road, the men kept to the shadow of the trees, then entered the Rue d’Arles, the younger man walking round the back of a large house and rapping on the door. Instantly a tall man appeared, putting his forefinger to his lips and ushering them into a shuttered basement room. That he had money was obvious from his clothes, his voice Parisian, at odds with the rural French spoken by the resurrection men.


‘You have it?’


‘In here,’ the younger man replied, holding up the sack.


Gesturing for him to put it in a nearby sink, the man handed him a wedge of money. ‘You must tell no one—’


‘We never did before. Why would we now?’


Nodding, the Parisian showed them to the door, glancing out and then beckoning to the men. ‘Say nothing to no one. Betray me and you’ll hang.’


‘And you?’ the grave robber replied. ‘They’ll do worse if they find out what you’ve done.’
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London, the present day


The sweating, grotesquely fat man checked the address twice, looked round, then moved into the building. From the street it had looked like every other shop, the words MAMA GALA’S painted in large red letters at the top of the window, a selection of herbs, breads, nuts and pulses set out in an alluring display. Inside, a heavy African woman was serving a customer, laughing as she wrapped some arrowroot, wind chimes tingling eerily by the open door.


Nervous, the fat man walked over to her: ‘I came to see Emile Dwappa.’


Her smile faded. ‘No one called that here.’


‘I was told to come here.’ The man leaned towards the woman, who took a step back. ‘Mr Dwappa sent for me himself.’


Suddenly she relaxed, one fleshy black hand pointing to a door. ‘Go through there, right to the back. Then turn left and go up the stairs.’ She looked him up and down, laughing. ‘You’re one fat white man. One sweaty, fat white man.’


Embarrassed, he moved on, opening the door and walking into the large back room beyond. Immediately an unfamiliar smell hit him, and he flinched as he saw carcass after carcass of dried meat hanging on butchers’ hooks along one side of the wall. Flanks of dark red flesh, ribboned with yellow fat, swung in a breeze from the open back door; other smaller packages piled up on high shelves. As the man stared up at the butchery, a piercing screech sounded behind him.


Spinning round, he almost lost his footing as he stumbled against a large cage, a macaw flapping its wings at him, its yellow eyes fixed, hostile.


‘Christ!’


Hurriedly he moved on, passing more cages. Some held snakes, others small, feral monkeys looking out disconsolately, one peeing between the bars. The urine hit the floor by the man’s feet, its stench mixing queasily with the smell of dead meat and the ammonia of bird droppings.


Stumbling up the steep, narrow flight of steps, the obese man clambered into the darkness above. Grunting with the effort, he waited at the top of the stairs for his eyes to adjust to the dim light, wiping the sweat off his forehead with the back of his hand. Every window was covered by blinds, daylight almost obliterated, and against a far wall was a sofa with two figures sitting on it, barely discernible in the dimness.


As the man walked in further, he could see a table on the left, the overwhelming scent of oleander and musk making him retch. Sitting at the table, a wizened black woman was cutting some herbs, a pestle and mortar beside her. At her feet sat a small, silent child, its arms curled around its knees. From below, the man could hear the sound of jazz music, punctuated by the screech of the caged birds and a monkey banging its feeding bowl against the bars.


The atmosphere was rancid, his curiosity forcing him on towards the sofa and the seated figures. Palms wet with sweat, he peered into the gloom. Then suddenly a match was struck, an African face coming into full view as Emile Dwappa leaned forward to light the candles in front of him. He was no more than thirty-five, his narrow head unexpectedly boyish, his eyes light against the black skin. Beside him lounged a woman, naked from the waist upwards, her left hand resting on one uncovered breast.


Dwappa smiled. ‘Mr Shaw …?’


The fat man nodded.


‘Take a seat.’


Jimmy Shaw eased himself on to an uncomfortable chair opposite the couple. Uneasy, he wiped his forehead and his palms, laughing nervously.


‘It’s hot in here.’


‘Central heating,’ Dwappa replied. ‘I like it hot.’


Listlessly the woman moved, her skirt falling open and revealing the inside of her right thigh. Running his tongue over his dry lips, the fat man stared, transfixed, his heavy suit damp under the armpits, his shirt collar rubbing his neck raw.


‘You wanted to see me?’


Facing Dwappa, Jimmy Shaw tried to remember what he had been told. Emile Dwappa was a businessman, with a reputation so sinister even the hard cases in Brixton were afraid of him. Rumours abounded and followed him like a gaggle of black geese. In the three years he had been in London, Dwappa had built up a terrifying reputation. You didn’t cross him – you didn’t even go anywhere near him – unless you wanted something very specific. Or worse, he wanted something very specific from you.


‘So where is it?’


The fat man wriggled in his seat. ‘Spain.’


‘I want it. Here,’ Dwappa said. ‘I have a buyer for the skull. How soon can you get it?’


Shaw shook his head, trying to think up a lie and wondering at the same time how Dwappa had heard about the Goya skull so quickly. The same skull which someone had already approached him about. In the criminal undercurrent of the art world, news always travelled quickly, but this speed had been even more remarkable than usual. In the last twenty-four hours two dealers, an Iranian collector and a museum curator had contacted Shaw. And one was offering a king’s ransom for Francisco Goya’s skull.


For over two hundred years the skull had been missing. All that was known for certain was that it had been taken around the time of Goya’s death in Bordeaux. No other facts were confirmed and the famous skull – emblematic of artistic genius – had vanished. Until now.


A failed art dealer, Shaw knew that there was a thriving trade in art relics. In the past, various and suspect parts of the saints had changed hands for money. Sometimes the Church paid up, wanting to retain a relic or to purchase one for a cathedral in an area which had need of a spiritual revival. But as religion lost its grip, secular art dealing became big business. In the decades which followed, sales and auction prices exploded in an orgasm of greed, and third-rate dealers like Jimmy Shaw found themselves edged out onto the shady periphery of the art world. Forced away from the high-octane embrace of London and New York, for men with more greed than morals a greasy slide into crime was inevitable.


And so Jimmy Shaw had become a handler. At first he had fenced stolen paintings, but gradually his slyness – and his contacts – promoted him into the select rank of men who stole to order. Collectors as far apart as Paris and Bahrain called on him to either find or thieve works of art. Naturally Shaw did none of the actual physical work; he had minions to do that for him. Men who needed money or a favour. Or, more likely, men who had something to hide. Something Shaw had winkled out of one of his other contacts. With impressive connections to old lags, runners, and gallery assistants looking to supplement their poor wages, Shaw had built up a network around London, expanding into Europe and even the USA. Physically repulsive, his sole companion was money and the whores it could buy. As his criminality had extended he had become bloated in body and amorality, normal life forever curtailed by his reputation and appearance.


But who needed respectability when they had a fortune? And Jimmy Shaw could see a huge fortune waiting for him. Goya’s skull had been found – let the bear-baiting begin. Of course he realised that competition for the relic would be intense. Everyone would want to own the skull. Collectors, dealers, museums – all of them grubbing around in the artistic mire to pluck an opal out of the shit.


The power and fame of Francisco Goya had never waned. His paintings were reproduced endlessly, his pictures and etchings revered, the notorious Black Paintings as frightening and compelling as they had always been. Oh yes, Shaw thought, he would make a fortune out of Goya’s skull. A fortune Emile Dwappa wasn’t going to snatch out of his hands.


‘It might be a rumour.’


‘What?’


Shaw coughed. ‘The finding of the Goya skull – it might just be a rumour. People have claimed that it was found before. But they were always fakes—’


‘I want it.’


I bet you do. You want it to sell it on – and then what do I get? A handler’s fee? Fuck off, Shaw thought to himself. The skull was his prize.


He could remember several years earlier when a supposed strand of Leonardo da Vinci’s hair had come on to the black market. Within hours Shaw had contacted collectors overseas, whipping up a frantic auction. In the end the relic was purchased by an Italian connoisseur in Milan. Hair, fingers or other bones from such legendary figures rarely came on the market, which was why they were so sought after. But a whole skull – Francisco Goya’s skull – would set a record.


Curious, Dwappa leaned forward in his seat. ‘I’ll pay you for bringing it to me.’


‘I don’t know if I can—’


‘You said it was in Spain.’


Fuck! Shaw thought. Why had he said that? He was nervous, that was why, but he couldn’t afford to be. Dwappa had a reputation, but so did he. A reputation for cunning. Perhaps he could outsmart the African.


‘I’ll ask around for you.’


‘What do you weigh?’


Shaw blinked, wrong-footed. ‘Huh?’


‘What do you weigh?’


‘Three hundred and forty pounds.’


‘Heavy …’


Shaw shifted around awkwardly on the hard chair. OK, so I’m a fat, ugly bastard, he thought – but I’m the one who’ll end up with the skull.


‘You have to get the skull for me. I have a buyer.’


Only one? Shaw thought, unimpressed. His confidence was beginning, slowly, to return. He knew that Emile Dwappa had never dealt in art before; he was naive. Perhaps a lot easier to cheat than he had first suspected.


‘As I say, I’ll ask around. But it might be difficult.’


‘I’ll pay you well,’ Dwappa replied.


Shaw allowed a glint of smugness to enter his tone. ‘I’ve already got plenty of money.’


‘I heard that.’


‘And I don’t need any more work.’


‘I heard that too.’


Smiling, Shaw turned his puffy face to the woman, then glanced back at Dwappa, who was watching him avidly. He could recognise something in the amber eyes: a cold heat and a total lack of empathy. Be careful, Shaw told himself. Be careful and you can still come out of this the winner.


‘Mr Dwappa,’ he went on pleasantly, ‘all I know is that the skull’s been found in Spain. That’s all the information I have.’


‘Who has it?’


Shaw shrugged. ‘I don’t know …’


He was lying. The man now in possession of Goya’s skull was an art historian called Leon Golding. An aesthetic intellectual who had lived and worked in Madrid all his life.


‘I’m sorry, but I can’t help you.’


Dwappa’s expression was unreadable. ‘You have to get that skull.’


‘Look, even if I could, it would take time. It’s not as easy as it sounds—’


‘You’ve stolen before—’


‘But not the skull of Goya!’ Shaw whined, wriggling on his seat. ‘Even if I could find it – which I doubt – I couldn’t do it in a couple of days.’


‘I’ll give you time.’


Wrong-footed, Shaw took a moment to reply. ‘Like I said, I don’t know anything—’


In one fluid movement the African lurched forward and struck. Shaw felt the blow and reeled back, then screamed with pain – Dwappa had driven a knife through the back of his hand, pinning it to the table underneath.


‘Jesus Christ!’ Shaw gabbled, blood spurting out from the pale, fatty flesh. ‘Jesus Christ …’


‘Get the Goya skull,’ Dwappa said, leaning forward and twisting the knife around in the wound, ripping up the flesh.


Screaming again, Shaw felt tears come into his eyes, his fingernails scratching at the table top in desperation as Dwappa’s hand moved towards the knife again. ‘No!’ he shrieked. ‘I’ll get the skull. I’ll get it!’


Leaning back in his seat, Dwappa watched the fat man’s face, greasy with fear. Sweat was soaking into his expensive suit, his flabby legs shaking.


‘You said the skull was in Spain?’


The fat man nodded. ‘Yes! Yes! In Spain.’


‘You know who has it?’


Despite his terror, Shaw’s guile was automatic. ‘I’m not sure. I think so … Anyway, I can find out.’


‘Good. Get the skull. For your own sake.’


Shaking uncontrollably, Shaw flinched when he saw the African raise his hand again. But he was only beckoning to someone across the room and a moment later the old woman walked over to him. Without saying a word, she handed Dwappa a paper with a ground-up substance on it. Behind him Shaw could hear the little girl laughing softly … Quickly, Dwappa pulled out the knife, then poured the soothing white powder over the wound in Shaw’s hand. His head slumped forward, the powder clotting and turning red as it mingled with his blood.


‘You can go now.’


The words took a while to register in Shaw’s brain, and then he stood up, swaying on his feet for an instant before he headed for the stairs. Holding his bloodied hand to his chest, he paused, but didn’t dare look back. The room undulated with heat and the oppressive odour of herbs and sweat. From the couch came the sound of the woman moaning and from below echoed the scrabbling of the monkeys’ claws.


As Shaw staggered downstairs, a sudden, hot burst of wind blew in from the back yard, making the macaw screech and claw at the cage bars and the snakes rise up and hiss. It shook the meat carcasses so violently that they lurched and jerked, swinging on their butchers’ hooks like a row of skinned men.





3


Madrid, Spain


The two Golding brothers stood beside the grave in a dry cemetery outside Madrid. The heat was building, the sun unhindered by clouds, the brass plaque on the coffin glistening like a lizard’s eye.


‘There’s something I have to tell you,’ Leon said, his voice so low Ben had to strain to catch it.


They were attending the funeral of the woman who had raised them. Head bowed, Ben could feel the sun burning the skin on the back of his neck and longed for the cool drizzle of London. He could sense Leon’s excitement as his brother stood beside him, the nervous scuffling of his feet, the intermittent hoarse coughs. Was he taking his medication? Ben wondered, stealing a glance at Leon, who was gazing, unblinking, into the grave. He wondered momentarily how his brother would cope with the loss of Detita – if the old woman’s death would herald another breakdown. But apparently Leon had something else on his mind, something so important that it overshadowed the funeral of a woman he had loved since childhood.


‘We have to talk—’ Leon said urgently.


‘We will. Later,’ Ben replied, looking down at the grave.


Irritated, Leon studied his brother. Tall and olive-skinned, any other man would have taken advantage of his appeal, but Ben had no vanity. He wasn’t a player either. In fact, for the last six years Ben had lived with Abigail Harrop, disappointing many nurses – and a couple of female doctors – at the Whitechapel Hospital in London, where he worked as a reconstructive plastic surgeon.


They had met when Abigail had been admitted as a patient after a car accident badly disfigured the left side of her face. Having been a good-looking woman she was affected both physically and psychologically by the accident and therapy had been of little use. Withdrawing into herself, she resigned from her job as an advertising executive and began to work from home, her only forays into the outside world being to the Whitechapel Hospital, or to visit her family. Depression didn’t overtake Abigail but shyness did. The self-confidence she had once taken for granted disappeared with the accident, and she would keep her head averted if anyone spoke to her. It was not the first time Ben had seen a pretty woman lose her looks overnight, but Abigail was different. Her lack of anger surprised him; her composure unfathomable.


It took Ben many months to realise that what really affected Abigail was her loss of appeal, something she had taken for granted before. Believing herself repellent after the accident, she rejected the opposite sex. Ben was the only man she turned to, first as a doctor, then later as a friend. Much later still, when she had left the Whitechapel Hospital, as a lover.


Restless, Leon continued the scrutiny of his brother. ‘We have to talk—’


‘Later.’


Glancing down at the coffin again, Leon could hear the priest’s monotonous litany of prayers and began to jiggle his left foot as Ben gazed at him questioningly.


There were only a few people at the funeral; the widowed Detita had had no family apart from a daughter who had left Spain long ago. Detita had been wealthy once – although she had never fully explained her background – but bad luck and widowhood had overtaken her. Coming to work for the Goldings, she had appealed to their cultured sensibilities, her breeding obvious and unusual for a housekeeper. Her Spanish hauteur, coupled with her domestic competence, ensured that within weeks she was indispensable.


Soon Detita found herself courted by her employers, who were only too pleased to have her take care of their sons during their frequent absences. Reliable and regal as a duchess, by the end of the first year Detita lived only for the boys. Taken into Miriam Golding’s confidence, she slid, boneless, into the family. So when an air crash over the Atlantic killed the parents, it was no surprise that Detita had been nominated the brothers’ guardian.


She took on the role like a Spanish grandee, and over the years which followed leaked tantalising – but measured – information about her past, enough to incite curiosity but never enough to satisfy. Indomitable, she ran the old ramshackle farmhouse, intimidating the gardener and shadowing the cleaner. She was a bully with her own people but the equal of her charges. For two Jewish boys growing up in the predominantly Catholic Madrid, Detita managed to straddle the gap between the heat and suspicion of Spain and the cool learning of the boys’ Anglo-American parents.


Although the brothers had been sent to an English boarding school in term time, when they returned to Spain Detita continued their education. She taught them fluent Spanish and took them to lectures and museums, pounding culture into them like a cook over-stuffing a pair of quail.


Leon had loved Detita very much – perhaps a little too much – but even her death couldn’t stop the overheated excitement in his brain. As the service ended, he grabbed his brother’s arm, leading Ben over to his parked car. His face was a mirror image of his brother’s in all but tone. Leon was a watercolour study, Ben a masterwork in oil. One paper, the other tempered canvas.


‘They’ve found the skull.’


Slipping into the driver’s seat, Ben looked at his brother and wound down the window. ‘Whose skull?’


‘I was thinking that you could get someone – a specialist – to look at it,’ Leon hurried on, ignoring the question. ‘You’re a doctor. You know people who could reconstruct it, check out the measurements, teeth. Do whatever you have to do. Just find out how old it is—’


‘Whose head?’


‘Goya’s.’


Ben smiled and leaned back in his seat. A sudden gush of hot wind made the leaves flap and sent dust eddies shimmying around the bonnet of their car.


‘His skull’s been missing for over two centuries—’


‘Until now. Builders were digging up the foundations of a house in Madrid, somewhere Goya stayed for a while. They found the skull under the cement in the cellar. The foreman, Diego Martinez, brought it to me, knowing I’d be interested in the possibility that it might be the artist’s. You remember Diego – we knew him as a kid, when he used to come to the house with his father. You must remember him.’


Ben frowned. ‘I don’t.’


‘Carlos fixed the guttering and the pipework.’ Leon sighed, irritated. ‘Diego was always getting sunburnt.’


‘How much did he ask for the skull?’


‘He didn’t charge me for it!’ Leon snapped. His voice was picking up speed, but he wasn’t manic. Not yet. ‘Jesus, what’s the matter with you? I thought you’d be interested. We grew up near to where the Quinta del Sordo used to be, for Christ’s sake!’ He paused, his tone coaxing. ‘Think about what this could mean for me. If it is Goya’s skull it would be world news – and it would make my reputation.’


‘They thought they’d found the skull before. But it was a fake—’


Leon wasn’t listening. ‘There’s an exhibition of the Black Paintings this autumn. What a coup that would be – the genius’s skull found just in time to coincide with the show. I’d be the most famous art historian on the bloody planet.’


‘If it’s genuine,’ Ben said calmly. ‘If it isn’t you’ll look a moron.’


‘But it is Goya’s skull! Goya died in Bordeaux in 1828 and was buried there until the Spanish authorities brought him back home to Madrid and re-interred him in 1899. Seventy-one years later.’


Ben sighed. ‘I know the story, Leon. God knows how many times Detita told us that Goya’s head was missing. But all this is supposition, not fact …’


Pausing, Ben glanced out of the car window, his own composure rattled by memory. Detita had made certain that her charges understood Spain and Spanish art. In her eyes, Goya came next after God. Ben could almost see her alive again, sitting at the kitchen table. Automatically he loosened his collar, the heat swelling, her image filling the car.


‘… Goya’s home, the Quinta del Sordo, was only a little way from here …’ she would begin, sitting down in the kitchen, her back straight, her eyes unreadable. Overhead, the old house would creak, water pipes banging, the sound of wild geese coming, mournful, over the river. It had been nothing like their school in England, where the trees grew rich and straight. It had been another country. Another country of location. And of mind. ‘… Goya was one of the greatest artists who ever lived.’


‘What about Michelangelo?’


She had made a dismissive sound as she turned to Ben.


‘No fire. Goya knew the dark side. He lived in that big old house, near the river, near enough to see Madrid, far away enough not to be a part of the city. In that house Goya painted his private pictures, the Black Paintings. In them he left a message …’


Pausing there, she had reached for her books, turning over the pages slowly, grotesque images oozing off the paper.


It required no effort for Ben to remember the queasy unease which had wept from the reproductions.


‘Look,’ Detita had said, her white forefinger turning over the page to expose the Witches’ Sabbath. Not the earlier version, with its light blues and comic devilry – this was the image of Goya’s later years. After the Inquisition and the Spanish War of Independence, after the murder and torture. When the indigo power of Black Magic had been not merely a superstition, but a possibility. The Devil was no longer comic, but a shadow which had followed many Spaniards. The End of Reason in the Age of Enlightenment.


Ben had been repelled, but compelled to look at the painting: at the stupid, animalistic faces of the cohorts crouched on the ground. Women, once beautiful, had been turned by Goya into salacious hags, monochromic heads cowled, eyes wide open and blank with cruelty. And while Detita talked of Goya, she also talked of Spanish history – and the unknown. Of the two boys, she had caught Leon’s imagination first because he was mercurial in temperament, needing constant excitement and stimulus.


Ben was never sure if their parents had understood Leon’s mental frailty, but he had been aware of it all his life – that nauseous dance between stability and hysteria, between appreciation and obsession.


Still staring out of the car window, Ben remembered Detita. The Detita of the daytime, practical, intelligent, stern. And then the other Detita, the night woman, languid as candlelight. Duty had had no place after the light faded – then she had told stories, stories she said had been passed down by generations of Spanish grandmothers, by her Spanish grandmother. But the tales had never been benign. Always, like her, they veered between two worlds.


‘… When you need me, come at midnight to the Bridge of the Manzanares, clap your hands three times and you will see black horses appear …’


Detita had smiled as she recited the quote, Leon leaning forward expectantly under the overhead lamp, Ben’s dark eyes fixed on her. At once she had noticed his expression, the almost warning glance, and felt her power weaken. Many times in the years that followed she had clashed with Ben as her control over him lessened. And then, finally, Detita had shifted her attention from the two brothers to the one. From Ben’s granite control to the soft slush of Leon’s instability.


For an instant, Ben closed his eyes. But still the memories kept coming.


‘… The Spanish people have a dark heart …’ Detita had said, luring Leon in with her stories. ‘When Ferdinand VII reinstated the Inquisition the purges began, the Church re-energised along with its greedy, mercenary priests. And among the pogroms, the Spanish developed an even greater appetite for pain, murder and death. Goya feared Ferdinand because he was a liberal, and after Ferdinand was reinstated the King’s power was absolute again.’


A fly landed on the back of Ben’s hand, throwing a stumpy shadow before he flicked it away. In the overheated car, he wondered why Leon wasn’t talking and glanced over at his brother. Was Leon waiting? Was he biding his time? Or maybe just sulking? Suddenly another memory resonated in Ben’s mind: his brother waking, screaming, in the middle of the night. Every night throughout one long, dry summer as Goya’s image of Saturn picked away at his sanity like a black rook. Relentlessly, Leon had insisted that the house was haunted, that their dead parents lived in the cellar and banged on the water pipes …


Pleading, Ben had asked Detita not to tell Leon any more stories. She had replied with a limp shrug, smile benign as a lamb’s, eyes like a tree monkey.


‘They’re just old Spanish tales!’ she had said. ‘Children have to know about the world, not just the part they can see. Leon might be scared for a while, but then he’ll forget. No one stays frightened forever.’ She had been playing cat’s cradle with Ben’s emotions, unexpectedly tender. ‘You’re a good boy to worry about your brother. You must always look out for Leon – he’s not strong like you.’


‘So?’


Startled out of the memory, Ben turned to his brother. ‘What?’


‘So will you help me?’ Leon went on, his skin translucent, pale after a lifetime of ducking the Spanish sun. ‘Will you get someone to look at the skull?’


‘Yeah, OK,’ Ben said finally.


‘Thanks …’ There was an awkward pause. ‘You’re staying overnight, of course?’


‘I’ve got a hotel room booked in Madrid.’


‘Madrid? Why don’t you stay with us?’


‘I’ve an early flight in the morning. Why disturb everyone?’


‘But I want you to meet Gina,’ Leon replied petulantly. ‘I want you two to be friends. I was never lucky with women before, you know that. But Gina’s perfect. She understands me, my work. I want you two to get on.’


‘I’m coming back next month. I can meet her then.’


‘Why not now?’


‘Leon, next time, I promise.’


‘She’s very supportive—’


‘Good.’


‘Really cares about me.’


‘That’s good.’


‘Very understanding—’


‘She broke up with you for nine months and then came back without ever explaining why she went off in the first place!’


Ben stopped short, cursing himself. Leon’s tone was prickly as he replied.


‘Gina left because we had problems. It wasn’t all her fault. We’ve sorted things out now … She’s good for me, Ben. She’s interested in sport, health. She said I didn’t need to take so much medication—’


His patience strained, Ben stole a quick glance at his brother. ‘You need it, Leon—’


‘Yeah, I do now, but in time Gina says I won’t. She knows all these people who practise alternative therapies; they’ve had great results.’


‘Perhaps you should talk your doctor about it.’


He was sharp. ‘I’m not a child!’


‘I’m not saying that, Leon. I’m saying that it would be a good idea. You could take Gina with you.’ Sighing, Ben tried to break the tension by changing the subject. ‘I’ll pick up the skull on my next trip—’


‘Why can’t you look at it before you leave?’


‘You’ve got it?’ Ben asked, surprised.


‘Of course.’


‘Shouldn’t you tell the authorities?’


‘I have done. And I told the Prado that I’d organise its authentication for them. I’m well respected here, they trust me to do the right thing.’ Leon’s voice held a slight tremor of triumph. ‘Gina said I should do what I’ve always wanted to do – to finally write that book about Goya’s Black Paintings. God knows I’ve done enough work on them. I’ve the chance to solve the pictures. Just think of it – a book to coincide with the exhibition and the finding of the skull.’


‘But you don’t know if it’s authentic—’


‘You don’t know it isn’t!’ Leon’s pale eyes were fixed on his brother. ‘It’ll be the making of me, Ben. I’ll be the only historian who can lecture on Goya and exhibit his skull at the same time. Think of it – people love the macabre.’


‘Leon, about the Black Paintings …’ Ben began anxiously. Memories of Detita, of his brother’s instability, shivered inside him. ‘I’ll get the skull checked out for you, see if it’s authentic. I know someone in London who can do that for us. But I don’t want you to do the book.’


‘Why not? I’ve been talking about it for years,’ Leon replied, bemused. ‘Why would you want me to pass up on it now?’


‘Detita used to say that the Black Paintings were cursed. She said they were bad luck—’


‘Since when did you believe in things like that?’


Ben sighed. ‘All right, but I don’t think it would be good for you.’


‘I know more about the Black Paintings than anyone. Anyway, I’ve got a new theory—’


‘No one really knows what they mean,’ Ben went on. ‘They don’t make sense.’


‘They do!’


‘All right, maybe they do. Or maybe they’re simply gibberish. I don’t know if Goya was ill when he painted them, or smoking something. But I know those pictures, Leon, and they’re disturbing. Detita was right about that. They’ve caused so much speculation: crap about codes, hidden messages, even—’


‘A link to the occult.’


‘Which is unproven,’ Ben said emphatically.


‘But suspected by a number of people. After all, Goya didn’t just paint one or two satanic paintings, he undertook dozens. He was consumed with the dark side—’


‘And you? Are you consumed? Because if you are, that worries me.’


Leon blinked slowly, his tone sarcastic. ‘Paintings aren’t dangerous. They can’t harm people …’


Incredulous, Ben shook his head. Of all the people in the world his brother was the most likely to be harmed by the queasy allure of Goya’s last works.


‘They’re beautiful and they mean something.’ Leon continued. ‘They do. Goya was fascinated with satanism—’


‘Everyone was at that period in Spain. It was a fucking hobby,’ Ben replied drily. ‘There have always been theories about Goya’s work, but no one can prove any of them.’


‘What if I could?’ Leon challenged him. ‘In satanism, they decapitate their victims. When Goya died in France, no one gave a damn about his remains for over seventy years—’


‘Which is when the head could have been lost. Or separated from the skeleton when the body was moved.’


‘Goya’s head was stolen. Think about it, Ben. Perhaps the head could tell us something. An expert could discover if it had been cut off, or just taken after the body deteriorated.’


Staggered, Ben stared at his brother.


‘Even if it was cut off, that wouldn’t mean anything. Goya was an old man; it was a miracle he lived so long.’ He paused, staring at his brother questioningly. ‘What are you trying to prove? That he was murdered?’


‘He could have been! The Duchess of Alba was his mistress and she was poisoned. Goya had already suffered a very bizarre illness in his fifties and then he was sick again in his eighties.’


‘He was old!’


‘He was afraid.’


‘Of what?’


Leon glanced away. ‘There’s a coherent message in the Black Paintings – something Goya had to communicate. But he couldn’t put it in writing. That would have been too dangerous. He was afraid of Ferdinand, afraid that the Inquisition would come after him again. It’s no coincidence that when he finished the pictures, he went to France.’


‘And left a message behind?’


Nodding, Leon folded his arms, hugging himself. ‘Yes.’


‘For whom?’


‘I don’t know yet. For his peers. For his country. For posterity. I’ve not solved all the paintings but I’m close, really close. I don’t think Goya was mad. He may have wanted people to think that he was, but he knew what he was doing. He was a patriot. He’d seen his country gutted, he’d witnessed numerous atrocities. To see Ferdinand back on the throne after so much bloodshed, to see Spain under the royal boot of a vicious, conniving idiot would have been intolerable for him. And dangerous.’


Wary, Ben studied his brother: the flushed face, the clammy skin, the intensity which might precipitate an attack. If Leon did solve the mystery of the Black Paintings he would be thrust into the limelight overnight and come under attack, not least from his peers. He would be feted – and berated – for his theory, and bring a welter of jealousy down on his head. The Black Paintings were on a par with discovering the real sitter for the Mona Lisa: an intellectual prize that many had sought. Who in the art world hadn’t wanted to expose their meaning? It was a ticket to instant fame. And notoriety. But it was also an aesthetic cul de sac from which there would be no easy escape.


Leon’s expression hardened. ‘You think I’m getting too worked up about all of this.’


‘I think you might be tilting at windmills—’


‘Oh come on! What you really think is that I can’t deal with it.’


There was a long pause.


‘OK, you want me to be honest?’ Ben said at last. ‘Maybe I don’t think you can cope. Maybe I’m worried it will all get out of control—’


‘And maybe I don’t like being in control all the time!’ Leon retorted, flushed. ‘Maybe, being medicated to the bloody gills, I might miss the craziness. Did you ever think about that?’


Crazy was one thing, Ben thought, but the fall to earth which followed was always an unnerving affair.


‘Just take it easy, will you?’


‘Well, thanks for the advice, brother,’ Leon said, hurriedly getting out of the car and then bending down towards the window again. ‘Now, piss off.’


‘Before or after I’ve looked at the skull?’


Bordeaux, France, May 1828


Closing the door and locking it, the tall man lit another lamp, illuminating a laboratory of sorts. On the walls there were occult symbols, the pentacle and marked-out circles making swimming patterns in the half-light. Against one wall was a bench with a selection of medical tools laid on it, and beside that an oven. On top of the stove was a hotplate and a large stewing pan filled with water, a fire underneath. Rolling up the sleeves of his silk shirt, the tall man moved over to the sink.


The sack looked benign, with nothing to give away its ghastly contents, but he found himself momentarily unable to touch it. Pausing, he moved back to his desk and opened a ledger, making a few quick notes before returning to the sink. A moment passed and then finally the tall man opened the neck of the sack. The smell rose up and sickened him. Gagging, he put a cloth over his nose and mouth and reached into the bag. His fingers closed over a scruff of coarse hair. Then he gripped it firmly and withdrew the head.


The lamplight flickered, a vast, juddering shadow bouncing against the wall as the head became visible. Its sunken eyelids and rictus grin leered into the dim light as the man moved over to the stove and plunged the head into the warming water of the cooking pan. As he pushed it under, the skin of the face relaxed slightly, one eye opening, the cornea cloudy, staring up at him. Unnerved, the man slammed the lid down on the pan and moved away, rubbing his hands repeatedly to clean them.


At three o’clock in the morning, the clock chimed the hour sonorously. Now seated at his desk, the man waited. In front of him was a porcelain head, marked out in portions to indicate the parts of the brain which controlled the mind’s workings: intuition, intellect, emotion. A book next to it was marked Phrenology, the new popular science by which men of reason believed they could read the character and ability of a person merely by studying the bumps and indentations on their head. It had become a cult all over Europe, a pseudo-medical curiosity, every adept eager to ‘read’ the skull of a genius to see if there was anything truly remarkable about its configuration.


Behind him, the man could hear the water simmer, the smell repellent as he lifted the lid off the large pan. Flinching, he could see that the skin was coming away from the bones of the skull, a sudden hissing noise startling him as one of the dead man’s eyes popped out of its socket. Fighting nausea, the man pushed the head further down into the boiling water, the dark hair – ribboned with grey – floating upwards, loose flesh pooling greasily on the surface.


Slowly the night wore on, the man not daring to leave his watch. Outside, the darkness remained thick, the clock marking out the leaden heartbeat of the house. Exhausted, he fell into a nervous sleep: the cold, queasy sleep of the early hours. The temperature in the room dropped, the night owl stopped hooting, and the only sound came from the hum of the fire and the foul, simmering water.


Half an hour later the man woke, alarmed, sitting upright and then remembering where he was. Uneasy, he rubbed his eyes – and then stiffened in his seat. From behind came the sound of knocking. A steady, rhythmic knocking which was very close. Terrified, his limbs frozen, he slowly turned his head a little to the right. The sound intensified … Was someone knocking on the door? Did someone know he was there? Had the grave robbers betrayed him? The lamps had all but gone out, the shadows cloying as the man finally staggered to his feet. Moving to the door, he stopped abruptly. The noise was coming from the pan.


His gaze fixed on the gleaming copper tomb as he heard the steady, rhythmic knocking and watched in horror as the fire suddenly flared up in the stove and the water hissed and bubbled. It boiled so urgently that the knocking speeded up even more: increasing, manic, deafening. Transfixed with shock, the man realised that the noise was the head banging against the lid. Knocking on the lid, trying to get out … Then with one sudden burst of energy, the white-hot water tossed the lid aside, toppling it on to the floor, the skull bobbing to the surface of the searing, stinking liquid.


No flesh remained, only a few tufts of hair. The black eye sockets – blank and damning – staring directly at him.
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Madrid


In the Spanish capital they were having a heatwave. It was 96 degrees in the shade, and rising. Even for Spain, that was hot. Outside the Prado a queue formed under the lemon-yellow sun: tourists in their new lightweight clothes, their feet pallid in gaudy sandals, their shoulders peeling and their necks rubbed raw by the sudden heat. Slowly, the front of the queue edged towards the Prado Museum entrance and the welcome shade. At the front, a red-haired man was reading a copy of the English Telegraph. Beside him waited a group of American students, talking in awestruck tones about La Quinta del Sordo. Tell a kid a ghost story and you have him hooked. Tell an old man a ghost story and you make him think of death.


Sweating, Jimmy Shaw made a path through the queue, a woman automatically pulling her child away from the bloated, unkempt man. Shaw was feverish, overheated, holding his bandaged hand to his chest protectively as fluid seeped through the dressing, a sticky yellow plasma which pre-empted infection. Jesus! Shaw thought. How could the wound be infected so fast? Another thought followed on immediately. Maybe Dwappa had put something on the knife. Or had the white powder – which had momentarily soothed – been poisoned?


Oh, Christ! Oh, Jesus! Pausing, Shaw breathed in with effort, his jacket slimy with sweat. He had told his cohorts in London and New York about the Goya skull – many had heard rumours already – and promised them a decent fee for stealing it. He explained all he knew – that the skull was in Madrid and in the possession of Leon Golding, although he suspected Golding – a part-time lecturer at the Prado – had already informed the museum and possibly handed the relic over to them for safe keeping. So far, so good. But when Shaw mentioned Emile Dwappa, everyone backed off. One look at his hand told them everything they needed to know. So Shaw had been forced to undertake the task himself. No minions this time, no remote orders – this time Jimmy Shaw was on his own.


Dwappa’s words came back to him with added resonance – Get the skull. For your own sake … Shaw knew what he meant. He was being poisoned and the longer it took him to find the skull, the less chance he had to survive. His only hope was to find the skull and get back to Dwappa as soon as he could.


‘Hey, watch out!’ an American boy shouted at him as Shaw lunged away from the wall. Curious, the lad looked at the obese grey-skinned man. ‘You OK?’


‘Fine …’


‘What happened to your hand?’


‘I shut it in a car door.’


The boy’s eyes narrowed, two of his friends coming over and staring at the fat man.


‘Fucking hell!’ one said. ‘You look like shit.’


Grunting, Shaw pushed his way past the boys, following the sign to the Prado staff entrance. His head buzzed with fever and sickness, his tongue felt thick and dry, his skin chafed with heat rash. Before he left London, and then later on his way over to Madrid, he had researched Leon Golding and the Prado. Apparently the staff and affiliates had an exclusive entrance at the rear of the museum, on the left. Well away from the tourists was a door leading to a pristine enclave, nesting among libraries and cool rooms.


As for Leon Golding, Shaw had found out quite a lot about the man. Apparently Golding was respected, but highly strung. A scandalous Spanish newspaper had reported a suicide attempt a few years earlier, which had been duly denied. There was also an interview about Golding’s longstanding interest in Spanish art and about how he was trying to restore the family house outside Madrid, a rambling farmhouse that had seen better days. Perhaps he would like some money to help with the restoration? Shaw wondered. If experience was anything to go by quite a few of the art world’s intelligentsia could be persuaded to exchange morals for money.


Taking a press cutting out of his inside pocket, Shaw stared at the photograph of Leon Golding: a handsome if delicate-looking man. Carefully he studied the face. He wanted to make certain he would recognise Golding, a man he was certain he could bully. Or buy off … Suddenly dizzy, Shaw crammed the photograph back into his pocket and moved over to a nearby water fountain. Leaning on the button, he bent down and felt the tepid liquid fill his mouth. In front of him his shadow fell, huge and bloated, as he wiped his lips and headed for the back entrance of the Prado. His plan was blindingly simple – he would seek out Leon Golding and offer to buy the skull. If he refused, he would increase the offer. If Golding still refused, Shaw would steal the skull.


His hand throbbing, the fat man looked at the stinking bandage and swallowed. Time was in short supply – both to find the skull and to get back to London. Shaw could feel himself getting weaker by the minute, his blood thickening with infection, every breath pumping bacteria through his heart and organs. Fighting panic, he tried to steady himself. He had been to the hospital in Madrid, but although treated and reassured by the A & E doctor on duty, Shaw didn’t believe that the poison had been controlled, let alone dissipated. Instinct told him that his time was limited. Very limited. He had to get the skull. He had to get the antidote. Whatever it took.


Leon Golding didn’t stand a chance.
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‘Abigail?’


As her voice came down the line, Ben could tell she was smiling. Could imagine the upturn of her mouth, the incline of her head when she was listening. She would be sitting at the table by the window, within sight of the overgrown garden that Ben had promised – every week in summer – to bring to heel. In the end Abigail had hired someone and Ben had come home to a memory, to a reconstruction of the garden he first remembered when he had bought the house seven years earlier. And she had teased him about it. Said it was her only little miracle of surgery.


‘What are you doing?’


‘Thinking about going back to work full time.’


He was surprised that her confidence allowed her to articulate the thought. How long it would take for the thought it be turned into action he didn’t know.


‘At the advertising agency?’


She paused before answering, but the pause told Ben everything he needed to know. She wasn’t ready. And somehow, to his shame, he was glad.


‘I was thinking it was time,’ Abigail went on, feeling her way around the words and then changing the subject. ‘Anyway, I was expecting you to call later tonight. Why are you ringing now?’


‘Just to say I miss you.’


He could hear her smiling again.


‘I miss you too. When are you coming home?’


‘Tomorrow. I’m catching the last flight. I’ve got to do something for Leon first …’ Ben paused, found himself waiting for some kind of response. But Leon’s animosity towards Abigail was never reciprocated. ‘You know something?’


‘I know loads.’


‘Smart-arse.’ He dropped his tone. ‘You’re making a fool of me.’


‘Don’t give me all the credit – you did that yourself.’


He laughed, then became gentle. ‘Every time I leave you I leave a part of myself behind …’


She rested her head against the phone, closing her eyes as she listened. For an attractive man, who could have manipulated women easily, his honesty was tender. And seductive.


‘… you know how much I love you, don’t you? Or do you?’ He hesitated momentarily. ‘I keep thinking that I know, but then I go away from you and realise that it increases, that what I felt before was nothing in comparison … How d’you do that?’ he asked gently. ‘How do you keep refilling my heart?’


How? she wondered. How could she not? After the accident Abigail had seen herself destroyed, her confidence as bloodied as her face. In the first weeks the shock had obliterated all feeling, but then, finally, she realised that the beauty she had taken for granted was no longer hers. Reassurance did nothing to help her, and when Ben Golding had taken over her case Abigail didn’t believe his encouragement either. He said he would remake her face. She doubted it. He said he would give her back her looks. She didn’t believe him.


Throughout the painful months which followed, throughout operations, swellings and pain, Abigail kept mistrusting him. When the first procedure succeeded in recreating her left cheekbone, she did – for an instant – catch a vague glimpse of the self she had once been. But it faded fast. The operations went on. More injections. More stitches. More bandages were used, became bloodied, were changed. Drains were inserted into her face, then removed. Every time the procedures varied. Every time Ben told her she was making progress. She was sick with the anaesthetics; she cried in the side ward at night, on her own, because she had no family, only a father in France, too weak to travel. In the grim Whitechapel Hospital Abigail Harrop lost herself and turned to the nurses for support. Only gradually, slowly, did she begin to believe. Some little triumph of healing had restored her eye socket almost to its original. And for the first time in over a year, Abigail saw herself and began to climb back.


She had had only one moment of doubt after that. Overhearing two nurses talking, Abigail had heard one refer to her as Ben Golding’s personal masterpiece. His creation. Jealousy had sparked the remark, but instead of being unnerved Abigail had felt unexpectedly pleased. Whatever his motives, what Ben Golding had promised her, he would deliver. This man – and only this man – would give her back what she had lost.


But she never counted on loving him. Grateful, in his debt, yes. But to love him? That had never entered her mind, even though it would have been an obvious response. What people didn’t realise was that Abigail didn’t expect anyone – least of all Ben Golding – to find her attractive. So when, long after she had ceased to be under his care, Ben told her how he felt, Abigail’s shock was genuine. She withdrew, confusing him. She rejected him, making him all the more certain of his feelings. And in the end she accused him of wanting her only because she was his guinea pig.


And he’d burst out laughing.


Her thoughts came back to the present. ‘Get back home, will you? As soon as you can, hey?’


He felt the pull over the line, the jerk of sensuality. ‘Tomorrow—’


‘Can’t come soon enough.’


An hour later, as Ben left the hotel, the sky suddenly darkened to indigo, lightning following within minutes as a hot wind blew across Madrid. Looking out of the window of his hired car, he fought the temptation to return to London immediately. Having once been passionate about Spain, he now found the country oppressive. But he had promised he would visit Leon, and so, reluctantly, he turned in the direction of his childhood home.


A moment later he was crossing the familiar river, freckled with birds and drowning reeds, a heat haze making the road shimmer before him. It had been urbanised when they were children, but now the area was even more built up, unremarkable, almost down at heel. His childhood tap-dancing before his eyes, Ben neared his old home, the site of the Quinta del Sordo close by. Parking in the driveway, he stared at the weather-beaten whitewashed rectangular house.


Maintained intermittently for over two hundred years, the place was mottled with patches of repair, like a face freckled with sun damage. The gable where summer birds had once roosted was now closed off with netting, the bay window on the first floor barred with ornate ironwork. Ben’s gaze moved upwards to his childhood bedroom, separated from his brother’s by a shared bathroom. Without even trying, he could remember the sound of faulty pipework banging at night, and the paper kites Leon and he had exchanged through the open bedroom doors, many landing in the chipped bathtub between. But more than anything Ben remembered the underlying disquiet of the house. The muted but ever-present melancholia.


‘You came,’ Leon said warmly, walking over to him.


Smiling, Ben got out of the car to find his brother accompanied by an athletic, deeply tanned woman in a white linen dress. Shielding her eyes from the sun, she smiled as Ben approached.


‘I’m Gina. And I’m so glad to meet you.’ Smoothly, she then moved between the two brothers as the three of them walked into the cool interior of the house. It smelt to Ben of memory, poignant and unexpectedly hostile. ‘You’ll stay for lunch with us?’


‘I’d like that.’


‘Nothing fancy, but your brother likes my cooking. Still, what would Leon know about food? He’s an academic,’ Gina replied, changing the subject deftly, her American accent barely perceptible. ‘Apparently you don’t think much of our other house guest. Leon said you thought it was unlikely to be Goya’s skull.’


‘Well, it’s a long shot,’ Ben admitted. ‘Turning up like that, out of blue, when people have been looking for it for decades.’
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