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AN UNKINDNESS OF SHADOWS

 

“Offers a nuanced and sympathetic portrait of British gay life from the late 1940s to the days of Thatcher.” 
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“An Unkindness of Shadows is a thoroughly absorbing and impressive outing that rings with the voice of a true original, and proves a terrific exhibit for an author that all lovers of the macabre should be reading. There is pathos here, and wit and tragedy. There are secrets, horrors and ghosts. In the swift time this reader reached the grace note of the last tale, one could only imagine that others will also be left hoping that Justin Margrave returns.” 
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WHERE ALL IS NIGHT, AND STARLESS

 

“A cornucopia of dark delights, this collection is highly imaginative, extremely well written, and a delight to read. Weird fiction at its finest!”

—TIM WAGGONER, author of Your Turn to Suffer

 

“In Grant’s fiction, not a single soul gets away unscathed.” 

—POLLY SCHATTEL, author of The Occultists

 

 

 

THE ASSASSIN’S COIN

 

“With elegant, effortless prose, John Linwood Grant has created a compulsively readable work of eerie suspense.” 

—AMANDA DEWEES, author of A Haunting Reprise  

 

 

A PERSISTENCE OF GERANIUMS

 

“Grant skillfully evokes the sensibility of Edwardian Britain in a series of supernatural tales distinguished both by their elegance and by their wit.”

—JOHN LANGAN, author of The Fisherman

 

 

AIN’T NO WITCH

 

“Melding magic, hoodoo, and a no-nonsense, sassy protagonist, Ain’t No Witch delivers a silky smooth reading experience you can savour.” 
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STILL SHE STARES:

ONE

 

 

 

Camden, 2015

 

TRUE NIGHT NEVER FALLS in London.

The evening sky is bronzed by a million street-lamps, stiff gibbets hung with burning orange and caustic yellow. At least there is an order, a pattern, to these. The rest is mindless glare—neon signs shriek nonsense, pleading for attention; security lights flare and die, flare and die, never sleeping, in shadowed yards. A sad moon haunts the horizon, and the distant stars—outshone by winking beacons on office block and high-rise—are close to admitting defeat, humanity’s amps and volts more potent than the fusion of their boiling hearts.

Or so it seems to Marcus, staring at this monstrous city from the pavement outside his gallery. He misses darkness; he misses the night sky of Trinidad, though even there the battle of light is being lost, the Land of the Hummingbird succumbing to the glare of investment and tourism… 

“Lorcas wants to talk to you.”

Stefan’s hand is gentle on his shoulder, smoothing the over-expensive suit Marcus has borrowed for the evening.

“Is he going on about putting money up for our expansion again?”

“Of course.”

He cradles his thoughts on the evening so far. Can you have half a success? Attendance has been reasonable, and their event has at least been noticed—a few art critics, a clutch of artsy journalists, and rather too many corporate buyers, interested in snapping up ‘ethnic’ works for the endless corridors and boardrooms of business. And Peter Lorcas, a tedious man with the temperament of an ageing terrier, an investor with more bombast than bite. Marcus’s gallery The Hummingbird is small, but stands on prime property, a deal arranged by his sharp Trinidadian grandmother—she sent much of her money along with the Windrush generation, but not herself. Wise woman.

But expansion? An excess of ambition has ruined many a small business.

“Tell him I’m still not interested. I can’t cope with him tonight.”

Stefan tugs at a lock of his wild blonde hair and scowls, but ambles off in acquiescence. 

Ten, twelve yards down the street, a woman in designer denims is being sick in a doorway; her designer friends stand well back to protect their clothes and their pretence at dignity. One of them is giggling.

Marcus abandons the nights to its own problems, and turns to go back inside, to ‘mingle’, as everyone says he should. He straightens his tie, reflected in the smoked glass of the gallery’s frontage, and… 

Tap. Tap. Tap. The sound of an iron ferrule on paving stones.

A second shadow has arrived, a presence at his back.

“I wouldn’t have anything to do with Peter Lorcas either,” says the shadow. “But more importantly, I wouldn’t sell the Perot you have on display.”

Marcus swivels on one heel. 

“Sorry, what?”

The man with the cane must be seventy or eighty years old, and the word ‘large’ comes to mind. It isn’t that he is especially overweight, or exceptionally tall, but there is a feel to him. Bold against a crisp linen suit, a burgundy silk cravat bursts untidily from the neck of his shirt, making his face seem almost marble-white, as is the flowing hair which brushes his collar. Critic? Collector?

Marcus hesitates, puts out his hand. “Welcome to The Hummingbird. I’m Marcus Evenche, the owner.”

“I know.” The man dispenses a polite nod. “Margrave.”

A warm, dry palm; a strong handshake. Closer to, you can see a younger man still lives inside him, beneath liver-spots and a hint of jowl—amused brown eyes and lips untouched by the blue of old age, though he clearly needs that stick. 

“Well, do please come inside and look around, sir. I’m afraid I’ve accepted an offer on the Perot, but—”

“When we’re inside, dear boy.”

Marcus and Margrave—a slim, dark frigate escorting an aged, out-dated ship of the line. God, what a ridiculous image. And why did he say ‘sir’ to the old man?

“Good Lord!” A waspish critic from an arts magazine loses her grip on a glass of Sancerre, managed to catch it before it shatters on the stone floor. Ignoring the wine splashed down her purple tights, she clatters forward on ludicrous stilettos.

“Good Lord,” she says again. “Justin!”

Murmurs, heads in sudden motion.

The large man straightens his cravat, looks around. “Incarnate and in circulation, Jenny, despite the tales of Archie and his surviving cronies.”

People begin to gravitate to the newcomer, small satellites of curiosity. Stefan, always the smoother operator, has disappeared, but reappears a moment or two later with another bottle of wine. Red wine, not the cheaper white laid out for the punters.

“That’s Justin Margrave, you moron!” he says in Marcus’s ear. “Man was a legend in the seventies and eighties. Friends with Hepworth, Moore; made some careers, ended others. They say he could cancel an entire auction at Christie’s or Sotherby’s with one word. And he’s as gay as Dorothy on acid.”

“How do you know all that?” They are not heard by others; the gallery reverberates to an awkward buzz of false flattery and genuine interest, all aimed at the new arrival.

“I read, sweetheart.”

Stefan holds out a glass of wine; Margrave hesitates, his eyes on the younger man.

“Salentino, Mr Margrave. A 1983 Salice Salento,” said Stefan.

Marcus bites his lip. He’d been saving that for their anniversary. It was bloody expensive.

“How apt—a fine old wine for a foolish old queen.” Someone titters; Margrave takes the glass, and drinks. “To The Hummingbird.” 

Marcus gulps the tepid Sancerre, and puts on a smile. Phones flash for candid shots, or are prodded by hasty thumbs, despatching gossip across London Town. This is some sort of accidental coup, it seemed. Stefan certainly knows what to do with unexpected publicity—he is circulating, saying the right things, making introductions. The reviewer from The Times, who only ‘popped in’ on his way to another late event, pumps Marcus’s hand.

“Most interesting evening, most interesting,” says the journalist, and Marcus doubts that he is referring to the paintings on the walls. But it will surely mean a few inches for his gallery in either the reviews or the gossip pages, so what the hell.

Despite the unexpected excitement, one by one the guests do depart, though a few like Lorcas have to be eased towards the street. By two in the morning, only the three men remain—Marcus, Stefan, and Margrave. They can’t bring themselves to call him Justin.

“Would you care to look around a while longer, Mr Margrave?” Marcus slides one bolt home on the front doors, just to discourage casual intrusions. The old man is staring at one side wall, where a range of works by Trinidadian and Guyanese artists hang—The Hummingbird’s speciality.

“My apologies, but no. I heard you have Perot’s canvas ‘Who Doh Hear’, and knew I had to come.”

Why would that piece be of such interest?

“Yes—it was shipped over last month, from an estate sale outside Georgetown. ‘Who doh hear, does feel’. One of those sayings they have all over the Caribbean. Those who don’t listen, suffer the consequences. That sort of thing.”

“Oh, I know what it means, dear boy.” 

Marcus feels defensive. “Graylet Stein want it for their foyer in the City, as it happens. They’ve made a very good offer.”

“Appropriate for a law firm, I suppose. But you really mustn’t go through with the deal.”

Stefan shifts uncomfortable from one foot to the other.

“Why not, sir? Something dodgy about its provenance?”

“Oh, it’s genuine. But it’s an… unhealthy picture.”

His cane in use again, Margrave taps his way to the opposite wall, where he stares at the central canvas, a work some two feet deep by three and a half wide. Pride of place.

The reds, golds and greens of Guyana dominate this picture, especially the greens, which come in bewildering shades, a jungle of emerald leaves and pine-blue shadows framing the figure of a reclining woman. The couch on which she lies is barely defined; her slim dark body, wrapped in folds of pale cotton, is crystal-sharp, almost photographic. She gazes ‘off-stage’, to the left, and her hands rest across her lap, her bare feet on the end of the couch.

“I met Perot once,” Margrave strokes the ebony or black onyx head of his cane with large fingers. “He came here, to London, back in the days of the original Caribbean Art Movement.”

“The late sixties. The birth of real interest in West Indies art—Winston Branch and the rest.” Stefan smiles at Marcus. Showing off.

“A time of excitement in our small circles,” agrees Margrave. “All the colourful wonders of the West Indies, eye-openers to we grey children of forties and fifties Britain, who remembered rationing. I knew most of the people involved back then, of course—Winston, Jessica Huntley, Kamau Brathwaite, so many more. But Aristide Perot… there was a lesson in resentment.”

“Resentment against…?” Marcus isn’t entirely sure that he wanted to know. Is this old man going to start spouting some disappointing colonialist text? He feels suddenly very Black.

“People. Everyone. Perot was a boor. A misogynist, a homophobe, a coward.” 

“Oh, I see. That’s why you think I should withdraw the picture? Because of his character?”

“Gods, no.” He laughs, a throaty sound, and takes another mouthful of wine. “If you followed that rule, you would strip half the galleries and museums in the country of their most prized exhibits. A fair portion of artists are complete arses. Utter bastards, sometimes.”

Stefan takes a nervous glance at the bottle of Salice Salento, which is almost empty; Margrave’s face grows sombre, exaggerating the pouched skin under his eyes, the furrows across his broad forehead. His gaze seems to tunnel into the painting.

“She was called Celine Granger, a decent girl.”

The two men step closer. They have seen their acquisition—in passing—for two or three weeks, and believe they know it. 

“One of Perot’s best, I’m told,” says Marcus. 

The old man leans more heavily on his cane. “Possibly. What do you think of the hands?”

Marcus takes out his reading glasses. “A little awkward, perhaps… and, huh, I’d not really noticed before. The fingers are slightly bent, as if she’d been holding something.”

“They once held life.” 

“I don’t get your meaning.”

Margrave’s glance is a disappointed one, as if the two younger men were slow students in the simplest of classes.

“Dear boy, this is the portrait of a corpse.”

“Bloody hell,” says Marcus. Ridiculous, yet the more he looks, the closer he examines the brushwork…

Those eyes. The pupils are mere black pinpoints, piercing the ivory of the whites. Do they stare not at anything in the artist’s studio, but into another world? If there is such a place. His Baptist grandmother would have said so. And the sensual lips—when they drew the picture from its crate, he thought he saw a hinted smile, but now… those curves speak more of rictus. How could he have missed it?

Margrave caresses the wine glass, runs his fingers along the rim.

 “Perot poisoned her for suspected infidelity—a lie spread by others, as it happens. After the last rattle of being left that slender throat, he posed the body, and spent the rest of that day painting it. You can tell by the light, the way the shadows shift in places. By the next dawn, Celine had disappeared, her fate unknown.”

Stefan shivers. “That’s dreadful. But Mr Margrave, you’re saying her fate isn’t exactly unknown, that she was murdered. But ‘Who Doh Hear’ was painted a quarter of a century ago, and half a world away. I don’t remember reading that Perot was ever charged with a murder, or even accused of one. How can you be certain about any of this?

“Nothing is certain.” He strokes his cravat ring, a simple silver ankh, with one forefinger. “And so why should you listen to poor Margrave, so out of touch with your ‘scene’? Names, dates, places—they all become confused for the elderly, don’t they? After all, Aristide Perot himself is long gone, lost ten years ago off the Port-of-Spain. He will never tell.”

“Supposed to be a boating accident, wasn’t it?” asks Stefan. “They never found the yacht.”

“An accident. Yes, that seems likely.”

There is something odd in his intonation. The couple look to the painting, then to the old man’s expressionless face.

“Did you know that there were still Grangers in Georgetown a decade ago?” adds Margrave. “The telephone is a marvellous device.”

Stefan’s grey eyes widen. “You told her family… about what you think happened. You told them about Perot.” 

“Did I?” Margrave shrugs. “The former owner of this work knew exactly what I do. He never slept soundly after learning the truth. ‘Still she stares,’ he said to me, before he passed away in March. Of natural causes, the coroner wrote.”

Marcus, whose recent nights have been less than restful, thrusts his spectacles back into his breast pocket and steps away from the painting. He has attributed his insomnia to nerves, to the preparations for their open evening. And that must have been all it was.

“It’s always possible that he wasn’t a very good coroner, of course,” Margrave adds.

Marcus is unnerved, irritated, but the old man’s tone, the look on Stefan’s long face… 

“What do you expect me to do, on the basis of a wild story like that? Please don’t say that you believe this picture is haunted.” 

He can’t stop looking at those eyes, that prone form. Is that a touch of pallor on the smooth black skin; are those elegant legs too stiff, stretched out by other hands?

“Haunted? Such an over-used word. Have you been reading M R James or Benson, my dear? No, it is just as I said. ‘Who Doh Hear’ is an unhealthy work.” He draws out a slim leather pocketbook, and retrieves a cheque, which he passes to Marcus. “I think this might serve to unburden you.”

The amount on the cheque is less than Graylet Stein offered, but still… 

“What will you do with it?”

The old man passes over a card, ignoring the question. “If you would be so terribly kind as to have it sent to my rooms, I believe all will be well.”

A silence between them, a tangible lack of voices. Margrave seems done; the other two have no idea what else to say. Stefan pours the last drops of gleaming red wine into Margrave’s glass, and mutters something apologetic about going to fetch more of the Sancerre.

Marcus clears his throat, a harsh sound in the almost empty gallery.

“Well, you… you made a certain impact, sir, turning out tonight.”

Which elicits a soft, mischievous smile. 

“It is a sad thing, dear boy,” says Margrave, “To outlive one’s own myth, and sympathy is a cruel companion. I rarely promenade these days. But The Hummingbird does appeal to me. And now I find that you appreciate the wines of Puglia. Always a good sign.”

That voice… should Marcus say it? He does. 

“I keep thinking that I know you, somehow. Not ‘know’, I suppose, but that we’ve met before.”

“Do you? How curious.” 

Nothing more is offered; nothing given away. 

When Stefan returns, only Marcus is there, in the process of lifting ‘Who Doh Hear’ down from its former place of honour.

“He’s gone? Bugger,” says Stefan, fumbling with a bottle of white and three clean glasses. “I wanted to ask him about ‘Bonny’ Cheyvis, and what really happened when—”

“Who cares?” Marcus turns the canvas to face the wall. 

“You’re not interested to hear more of what he’s seen, what he’s done? Decades in the business. Decades! Hell’s Teeth, the man must hold a wealth of the most fantastic stories—and the best gossip about the worst people in the art field.”

“More? Not if it means stories like tonight’s. I’m not even sure I believe what he said.”

“You sold the picture to him.”

“I’ve gone off the thing. Margrave might as well have it as anyone.”

He turns the small, expensive card over in his fingers. There is something written on the back in a neat script, almost copperplate in its flourishes. He has to squint to make out the words.

Brixton, April 1981. Auntie Vi.

“Let’s have a gander.” Stefan takes the card from him, peering at it. 

Marcus goes to the entrance, pulls back the bolt again, and steps outside. The street is empty, the revellers gone. Stefan slips fond arms around his waist, bringing the soft scent of cloves and sandalwood.

“April 1981? How old were you back then, eight or nine years?”

“I was seven,” says Marcus. “A scared little boy in the middle of the Brixton riots.”

“But what does the note mean?”

“I think… no, I don’t know.” 

Stefan’s sigh is one of frustration. “What don’t you know?” 

“God, leave it! I can’t remember, all right? Kids get confused.”

Marcus leans back into Stefan’s embrace, a mute apology for snapping at him, and stares out into the sullied night once more. The moon has almost gone, the stars are lost entirely. Far away, a police helicopter stabs the low clouds with its searchlight, offering a pretence of order; the sky is an inky ochre dome, set down over London as a child might contain a bug, to study it before they grind it beneath their shoe.

What he said to Stefan was the truth. He remembers Railton Road running with fire, the clatter of riot shields, and—oddly—the rusted bonnet of a yellow Ford Cortina, crumpled around a lamp-post. But what exactly happened to a little boy called Marcus… nothing.

“We should order more Salice Salento,” he says, “Or at least a decent Primitivo. Dark, and earthy.”

“A couple of bottles?”

“A case. For the next time Margrave calls.”

Marcus doesn’t explain his reasoning, doesn’t really have any. But he knows that the old man will be back… 

 

*****

 

A FORTNIGHT. A FORTNIGHT and one day. Stefan is bolting the doors for the evening—crouched, velvet waistcoat hanging loose on his skinny frame—and humming a show tune, one which he knows irritates Marcus. It’s his way of teasing, of chipping at his partner’s reserve.

Marcus is about to complain, when he hears a familiar sound.

Tap. Tap. Tap.

“Hang on, Stef.”

The old man looms before them, paused outside the entrance with a wrapped bottle in his free hand.

“I have something for you, my dears,” says Margrave.

They let him in, naturally.

“Is this a convenient time?”

Marcus wants to ask: ‘For what?’ Instead… “We were about to take a break, let the day go down. Would you like to join us for a glass, sir?”

“How kind. And look, I have brought with me a bottle of that same Sancerre which graced your delightful event.”

Marcus takes the white wine from him, remembering how little they paid for that uninspiring white wine. “That’s very, uh—”

“Abominable of me.” Margrave laughs. “My little joke, boys. A poor year, better cooked than sipped—or alternatively, used to loosen the tongues and wallets of your clients without costing the Earth. Oh, I’ve served worse, especially when I did not want my guests to linger too long.”

Stefan grins. “A pleasure to see you, sir—but is this… business? Don’t say that we’ve acquired something dubious again?”

“Not that I’m aware of. No, I hear that The Hummingbird is slowly growing in reputation—this is a mere social call, to see how my two delightful young entrepreneurs are faring in the cut-throat world of galleries and dealers.”

Marcus doesn’t consider himself young at forty two, but then, Stefan’s recent burrowing on the Internet places Margrave as at least eighty years old, probably nearer ninety. He gestures to a discreet door almost hidden by a stand of pamphlets on Caribbean art.

“We have a small courtyard at the back, Mr Margrave—catches the evening sun. We could sit out there?”

In truth, the courtyard behind The Hummingbird was dank and fern-clogged when they set up, but the demolition of an ugly seventies office block opened the space up. A few plants in terracotta pots, seating, and a touch of Art Deco screening created a private place for friends, favoured clients, and their ilk.

Quite which of those categories would fit Justin Margrave has yet to be determined.

“How is the Perot, sir?” asks Stefan, almost immediately.

A subject Marcus would have preferred to let go.

The old man smiles, accepting a glass of Puglian wine as dark as dried blood. “Safe, subdued. I’ve had to deal with such matters before, never fear.”

‘Such matters’. Marcus winces, knowing what Stefan is after. Stories, tales of Margrave’s many years in the business, perhaps his more salacious exploits—not the words which have been written about him, but the words which are missing… 

An odd conversation at first, with Stefan probing, unashamed, and Marcus trying always to keep to relatively mundane matters—the virtues of this artist or that, the relevance of certain market trends, or even matters of technique. Anything which does not return them to ‘Who Doh Hear’—or a certain Brixton past. Marcus doesn’t want to be seven years old again, doesn’t want to hear about Auntie Vi.

“…So I returned from Poland relatively unscathed, but minus an expensive camera, and inclined to be a little more careful around river banks, let us say. Especially those with young ladies lurking in the reeds.”

What had that been about? Marcus realises that he’s emptied his glass, and that he isn’t used to the stronger stuff.

“And the Caustons? That business in the North?” Stefan probes, his blonde fringe falling over his eyes in that way which Marcus finds both annoying and irresistible. Is he doing this to charm the old chap? No, he won’t be aware of the effect he has. One of the things which Marcus loves about him.

“Ah. That.” Margrave glances at Marcus. “Well now, I do like you two boys. And I could tell you the truth of such matters. I could tell you rather more of certain other odd occurrences, but I suspect that to do so would make one of us somewhat uncomfortable.”

Stefan’s hand on his lover’s arm, squeezing; that eager look, beseeching—and the warm scent of his sandalwood, overcoming the dull odour of the litter-strewn streets outside. 

Marcus breathes in, out, a slow consideration.

“Oh, he can have his stories, Mr Margrave,” he says at last.

“If you are sure, dear boy. But what should I select, out of so many years, so many incidents? Hmm…”

As Marcus reaches for the corkscrew, Margrave leans forward, his fingers tight about the black onyx head of the cane.

“I have it. Let me tell you something of my experiences during the nineteen seventies, partly because they are so crystal clear to me these days—and partly because you are too young to have been involved. A strange period for Britain, really, which is easily looked back on as terribly grim—bombings, power-cuts and strikes; racism and murdered children. Those horrors were with us, to be sure, but alongside all that, other curious events unfolded, ones in which I played a very modest part.”

And his voice becomes deeper, a soft rumble in the chest of an old bull… 


[image: ]

THE MADNESS OF QUEEN GEORGE

 

 

 

King’s Cross, 1974

 

LISTENING TO THE RICOCHET of rain from cracked paving stones, the scrape of broken high heels, and the scuff of sodden boots, I wished very much that I could be elsewhere. Cigarettes sputtered and sagged in the downpour, as did the lives which drew on them, desperate for one last drag. Outside the station’s blind arches, beneath the thunderous grind of the great Deltics on their rails of slick iron, I heard the same old hoarse offers and entreaties from mascara-smeared women in fake furs and ripped tights, from red-eyed teenage boys, as pale and unpromising as spoiled milk. 

“Hand job for a fiver?”

“Want to go somewhere dry, baby?”

“I just got to get home, mister…”

A single rain-caped police constable stood by a waste-bin, peering into it as if hoping to find an IRA bomb which would blow him far from this dank desolation. He seemed completely blind to the girl crouched next to the concrete bin, her fingers shaking as she tried to fit a needle to a broken plastic syringe. I watched as she dropped it, found it, dropped it—Sisyphus reborn, female and the worse for that, to find herself here… 

I rarely came here willingly. There were the trains, which one could hardly avoid when the North called, but otherwise… this was a land of mould-spotted rooms behind stained Victorian facades, and cheap tricks in alleyways, in hotel foyers, behind a thousand lock-ups and hastily-built post-War monstrosities. And it was the land of George Desmoges, the vain, self-serving queen of a realm in darkness. 

King’s Cross. 

If you knew the true nature of the King’s Cross district in those days, you knew of Queen George (or Georgie) as he was widely known. His hands, cramped with far too many ostentatious rings, stretched out across the night, dispensing his own mercurial justice to rent boys and drug addicts, to magistrates whose secrets he hoarded, to policemen who battened on fat brown envelopes passed across the bars of grimy public houses. 

I was no adherent of his court, thank God, but I had to know about such people in order to do my job as an appraiser and provenance-hound. The art world, you see, has many circles. Some contain the cut and thrust of creative genius and critical savagery; others are even more unwholesome. These latter include the fences, forgers, bent antiquarians and traffickers who feed the fine, brightly-lit galleries. 

Desmoges ruled many such folk, and however hard I tried not to, there were times when I crossed paths with his subjects. Some were disgraced artists, grinding out pigments to ape a seventeenth century portrait or knock out a Picasso or two; others were go-betweens familiar with the back entrances to various museums from New York to Beijing. Saddest were the debtors and addicts who would ‘move’ whatever needed to be moved—not villains as such, simply men and women impoverished into a sort of dull amorality. They needed the work to eat, to drink, to inject… 

Natty Wade was one such man, his survival in King’s Cross due not to the paltry income from the sex-shop he ran, but his ability to please Queen George. 

“It’s my cock, Mr Margrave,” he said as we shared an over-boiled pot of tea in his backroom. “That, the poppers I get his crowd on the cheap, and—“

“Your friends at Heathrow and at Dover customs, who know when to ignore a suitcase?”

“Well, yeah, and them. But Georgie—she does love an omi who, you know, don’t need to stand near the khazi to go for a slash.”

That was common knowledge. Desmoges would only receive, never give, and liked the giver to be well-endowed. I did not, however, want to hear more about Natty’s penis—or even to think about it. The state of his stained tea-cups was more than enough.

“Thank you for that, Natty. So you’re in favour at the moment. Good for you, I suppose, but you still haven’t said why we had to meet.” I placed a ten pound note on the rickety plywood table, in the fervent hope that it would speed things up. 

The tenner disappeared into my informant’s grubby trousers.

“It’s something in your line, Mr Margrave—she needs a really smart omi to varda what’s she’s got her mitts on.”

Natty had that habit of referring to the more ostentatious gays as ‘she’, and throwing Polari, cant, into his sentences. Fortunately I understood. I pushed the half-drunk cup of tea away. 

“You asked me down here to talk about one of Desmoges’ dubious acquisitions? Honestly, Natty, you know me better than that.”

Queen George was an art aficionado and collector, another reason it was hard to totally avoid his presence—though I had refused to deal with him in the past. 

“Guv, you reckon I’d bother you if I didn’t have to?” He looked offended. 

Retrieved the hot tea, I gulped it down in one. Nothing like a scalded tongue to provide a moment’s distraction. I had known Natty since he was a child, running errands for Billy Hill’s gang in the fifties, and he knew of my dreadful curiosity—poor old Justin Margrave, who sought a simple life writing witty reviews and earning plump commissions, yet never quite avoided being drawn into the most peculiar affairs.

“Let me guess. Someone’s offered him the chisel set that the centurions used to construct the True Cross.”

Natty wasn’t the humorous sort. “She needs to see you. Urgent, like. There’s dosh in it for you.”

I neither wanted nor needed Desmoges’ money. 

“No thanks.”

The muscles of his face twisted, struggled to find the right expression. “I ain’t allowed to go back with a ‘No’, Mr Margrave, She’ll…”

I could imagine what an angry, thwarted Georgie might do, and Natty was barely a survivor as it was.

Acts of charity are so often double-edged. I have ‘salvaged’ waifs and rent boys in my time, helping them out of that world only for them to overdose or have their throats slit a month, a year later; I have aided less experienced colleagues in the art world, only for them to turn into treacherous termagants and know-it-alls. Apart from doling out the odd tenner, I had no intention of involving myself further in Natty’s life, and yet—why make it worse for him?

“Tell me where Desmoges hold court these days,” I said.

And between gushes of gratitude, he told me.

 

*****

 

THERE WERE WORSE ESTABLISHMENTS in King’s Cross than The Courland. No, really, there were. Propped between other cheap hotels and rooms for rent, it was one of those places which you knew was ‘dirty’, but where you didn’t have to check your shoes for spiritual dog muck with every single step. It had a bar used by the public, the décor Victorian gin-house with a splash of seventies chic, and a more private lounge beyond that.

“Margrave,” I said to the doe-eyed young man in mustard-coloured flares, standing by the closed lounge door. If those flares had been any tighter, I might have guessed not only his religion but the health of his prostate as well.

He simpered, and went to find out if I was allowed into the inner sanctum, making sure that the sway of his small buttocks was on full display—but even if I had been attracted, he had no doubt been touched by the hand of the Queen. Spoiled goods. 

At seven in the evening, the public bar was busy, a room full of glances but no direct eye contact—minor mobsters, soiled lawyers, the odd police inspector… they were all there, blending in with office workers trying to get drunk before going home. 

And so was Reggie Fitzgerald, antiques dealer and occasional critic, sinking a large whiskey.

“Don’t ask,” he muttered. “Apparently I’m not up to whatever it is Desmoges wants.”

“Did you really want to be, Reggie? Dealing with Georgie has never been a pleasant business.”

He was human enough to blush. “The bastard knows of a man in Kazakhstan, who has certain… curios he wants to shift. Nothing illegal, Margrave, before you start on at me, but the local officials are bribe-happy and argumentative…”

I was flattered that Reggie thought me divorced from the more tawdry aspects of our field.

“You’re better off out of this, believe me…” 

Doe Eyes interrupted anything else we might have said, ushering me through the now-open doorway and into the true gin palace, a luxurious, high-ceilinged lounge bar ruined by cheap red flock wallpaper and too much Formica.

Between the empty tables stood an entirely inappropriate Victorian chaise longue on which reclined the equally inappropriate George Desmoges. The acid green of the re-covered chaise and the lavender of Desmoges’ tailored suit hurt my eyes. 

 “Ah, darling Justin!” He greeted me like a long-lost chum, his round face as welcome to me as a full moon to a poacher.

“Georgie.” I drew up a chair, well away from the chaise. My real idea of ‘well away’ would have been another county.

“Drink, sweetie?” He leaned towards a small table holding two glasses of brandy, pushing one in my direction. He stank of pomade, his pale, slicked-back hair reminding me of discarded rice noodles, and it struck me that a good scrubbing would have made him more palatable. Not much more, though… 

“I don’t care for The Courland’s drinks, thank you—they have a dubious aftertaste.”

Doe Eyes giggled; Georgie laughed.

“Justin, Justin… such a serious girl. Ah well, this is business, so…”

Reaching down by his side, he held out something about the size of a man’s head, wrapped loosely in green silk. I hesitated, then took it from him. It was unexpectedly heavy.

“It’s all right, darling,” he said. “I haven’t been naughty. I bought this off an antiquarian, one of the really old-school types, who was struggling with his cash flow. He didn’t want to sell at first, but I was terribly, terribly generous. I do hope I haven’t been taken advantage of.”

“You want me to appraise it, tell you if it’s genuine.”

I still hadn’t unwrapped the thing.

“Partly, partly. Have a peek, and then we’ll talk.”

It wasn’t soft, it wasn’t dripping dubious fluids. I pulled the material aside. 

And was relieved. What I held was a fired clay sculpture which depicted a man, a monarch, swathed in the usual regal robes. Full-length, twelve or thirteen inches tall. Not especially well executed, but it triggered a memory… 

“Would this be a maquette for a larger piece?” I turned it in my hands, peering at certain features. Many sculptors made maquettes—models—before they undertook a major work. It allowed them to explore posture, viewing points, and the overall integrity of the composition.

“So my antiquarian friend said. One with particular relevance to this part of our dear city.”

What would be so relevant to King’s Cross? Intrigued despite myself, I examined the model again, peered closely at the base, and found the initials S G scratched lightly into the clay. Considering the condition of the baked clay, the colouration and general feel… 

Desmoges had managed to surprise me.

“I suspect,” said. “That this could be a maquette for that ghastly old monstrosity, Geary’s statue of George IV.”

Desmoges clapped his chubby hands together.

“I hoped, I hoped. Is it… valuable?”

That was a difficult one to answer. As George IV sank into blindness and claret-soaked immobility, a local freeholder had championed the need for a monument to celebrate His Majesty, better remembered as the dissolute Prince Regent. Public subscriptions towards this edifice were—unsurprisingly—less than munificent, but it went ahead in 1830, under the architect Stephen Geary.

The result was a small octagonal building where New Road (later to become Euston Road) and Pentonville met, an inconvenient traffic island cursed by Victorian cabbies. It was eventually topped by Geary’s statue of the king. The Morning Post called this addition ‘a frightful staring effigy... executed in a style of grotesque vulgarity beyond anything I have caught a glimpse of in a waxwork or hairdresser’s window.’ The effigy was torn down only a few years later, but oddly, the name King’s Cross stuck.

Was the maquette valuable?

“As a curiosity for some ardent monarchist with too much money, or a collector of bizarre historical relics,” I said. “Not artistically, no. It is an interesting piece, though.”

“And why would that be?”

“It’s often said that Geary and his crew built the statue from scratch and on the spot—bricks, cement, and a bit of stone cladding. Clearly that isn’t true—he made at least one maquette of what he planned after all.”

That pleased Desmoges. “You are so clever, Justin darling—I knew you were the man for my little project.”

“Project?”

“I want a statue like this—but full-sized, with my features. A statue of Queen George, to commemorate my status, my achievements.”

“You’re serious?”

Small, slate-grey eyes met mine, tiny pits of spite and hubris which made matters absolutely clear. He was very serious, and any further signs of amusement would not be tolerated.

“I can find you a stonemason or two, if that’s what you’re asking,” I said.

His gaze became less threatening, but he shook his head.

“Why do you think I had you in particular brought to me, Justin sweetie? I want this done by a proper sculptor, an artist, not some peasant who turns out gravestones and cemetery angels. And I’ll go to seven, eight grand, before you ask, with a percentage for you, naturally. Find me the person I need, and explain my requirements to them, there’s a dear.”

Appraising the occasional maquette or other bauble was one thing; being patronised, being used, was another. 

“Why on Earth should I help you out?”

The tiny eyes glinted again. “Oh, I know things about you, Justin—so many things. The unlikely company you keep from time to time, the disappearance of that Caravaggio sketch, even the business at Lincoln’s Inn last year and why James Henry Petheridge is now on a mental ward, rather than practising at the bar.”

“If you had the courage to use chatter like that against me, Georgie, I’m sure you already would have. And therefore…”

Desmoges smirked. “Well, there’s always Natty, or those other charitable cases who seem to attract your sympathy. How many people would you like to see hurt, Justin darling, before you give me this teensy bit of assistance, at absolutely no cost to yourself?”

My shoulders slumped. I did not need additional difficulties in my life. There
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