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			Praise for Orlando Whitfield’s

			All That Glitters

			“Studded with blue-chip names, multi-million-dollar paintings, private jets, and bottles of Dom Pérignon ’08, this tantalizing glimpse by a former dealer into the art world’s most rarefied stratum doubles as a cautionary tale about a largely unregulated industry where hubris, greed, and fraud abound.”

			—The New York Times

			“Charming…. Whitfield is best…as he fires wildly with catty takedowns of every art-world passerby.”

			—The Wall Street Journal

			“It is an art-world story and a scammer story…but it is also a close and careful examination of a life-altering relationship…. One of the most endearing aspects of Whitfield’s narrative is the precision and enthusiasm with which he pinpoints all the traits that drew him to Philbrick and kept drawing him in, even as flickers of his friend’s predatory unscrupulousness began to emerge.”

			—The New Yorker

			“Compelling…. This is a world full of thieves, chancers, con artists.”

			 Nick Hornby, The Believer

			“An enchanting tale about ambition, friendship, power, and class…. Come for the infamy and intrigue, stay for the insight.”

			— Town & Country

			“Whitfield vividly captures the surreal contours of the art world…. The result is a rollicking up-close look at a fascinating con.”

			— Publishers Weekly

			“While his portrait of the art world is scathing, his sorrow and sense of bewildered loss are often heartbreaking.”

			—Times Literary Supplement

			“Juicier than a bottle of Gamay at lunchtime and even more intoxicating, All That Glitters is an amazing takedown of a world that desperately needed taking down.”

			—Gary Shteyngart, author of Our Country Friends

			“A jaw-dropping, riveting true-crime memoir.”

			—iNews

			“Sharp-eyed, knowing, witty, this one-of-a-kind memoir is a treat. Whitfield may have burned his bridges to the glittery art world he skewers here, but his book shines with solid gold.”

			—Joseph Kanon, author of The Good German

			“A tremendous book. A fantastically entertaining and brutally honest account of the scurrility of the contemporary art world. A brilliant, devastating exposé.”

			—William Boyd, author of The Romantic

			“The art world revealed in this delicious, sharp, and often breathtaking memoir is one of excess and illusion those of us outside it can barely imagine.”

			—Megan Nolan, author of Acts of Desperation and Ordinary Human Failings
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			Orlando Whitfield

			All That Glitters

			Orlando Whitfield is a writer and a failed art dealer. His writing has appeared in The New York Times, The Guardian, The Sunday Times (UK), The Daily Telegraph, The Times Literary Supplement, The Paris Review, and British GQ. All That Glitters is his first book.
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			For my mother

		

	
		
			
				‘The art market is a fever chart. Its zigs and zags call less for explanation than for diagnosis’

				– Peter Schjeldahl, The New Yorker

				‘No one seemed to have thought through the implications of a world in which everyone cheated’

				– Martin Amis, London Fields

				‘All that glisters is not gold;

				Often have you heard that told.

				Many a man his life hath sold

				But my outside to behold.

				Gilded tombs do worms infold.

				Had you been as wise as bold,

				Young in limbs, in judgement old,

				Your answer had not been enscrolled.

				Fare you well; your suit is cold.’

				Cold indeed, and labour lost.

				Then farewell heat, and welcome frost.

				– William Shakespeare, The Merchant of Venice, II. vii.

			

		

	
		
			1

			In late February 2018 I woke up in the psychiatric ward of a hospital in west London. Outside, thick snow covered everything. I’d slept fitfully, waking every fifteen minutes throughout the night when a nurse or orderly would open the door to my room to check on me. I was on suicide watch.

			Over the past year my life had started to unravel. I’d been drinking heavily, mixing alcohol with Xanax and tramadol. My relationship with my dying father was at a silent impasse and on Valentine’s Day my girlfriend had broken up with me by phone. Beyond my crumbling personal life, I was struggling at work. It had been eleven years since I’d become an art dealer and the ensuing decade had had the feel of several lifetimes. The incessant travelling that a career as a dealer demands – to New York and LA several times a year, as well as frequent European trips and to art fairs in between – had ground me down; but the lies, one-upmanship, trophy-touting and greed that the industry runs on were the real poison. Duplicitousness had become my way of life, the constant demands of clients and artists leaving me nothing of myself. My friends and family could see what I couldn’t: I was not only exhausted – I was having a breakdown.

			By early May 2018 I had stopped working at the gallery I ran with a friend, and accepted an invitation to stay in Connecticut with a good friend who I knew would ask no questions, would ask nothing of me, and would offer just the type of quiet kindness I needed. I landed at JFK the week after the Frieze art fair had been held in New York – the time when galleries and museums put their best feet forward. The foreign dealers and collectors had all left, but the shows themselves would continue for a few weeks yet, open to the public. I spent two days walking through them, instinctively looking at the wall labels, looking for the lender’s name – did I know that person; how could I contact them; would they sell? – before realising that I no longer needed to. Who owned what was no longer my concern. For the first time in years, I stood in front of an artwork and just looked.

			

			—

			But my story starts more than a decade before any of this – long before I started a gallery; before I learnt to lie as easily as I breathed air; long before art was reduced in my eyes to no more than numbers on a spreadsheet; before I had even thought of entering the art world at all. My story starts with a friendship; with a young man called Inigo Philbrick.

			When you embark on something at twenty, which is when Inigo and I, inexperienced and wet behind the ears, started dealing art together, there’s no telling where it will go, how boundless an opportunity it might reveal itself to be. It was the beginning of a friendship which, more and longer than any other, has shaped the way I experience and confront the world, and the whole direction of my adult life. At that age, you don’t think about endings or contingencies. But of course, even in a world built on illusion, there’s no escaping reality for long.

			Sometimes a story is just a story. But there are some stories which, through an unexpected prism, tell us something about the world in which we live, about the people we are. Inigo’s career in the upper echelons of the contemporary art market had been meteoric. Except meteors don’t rise, they plummet. Radical bodies hurtling and tumbling through space, they become meteors only in the incandescent moment that they enter the Earth’s atmosphere, trailing shimmering fire as they break apart, appearing to soar for a bright and fleeting moment, imprinted for ever on the memories of those who see them. The crash is devastating and destructive and final.

			What Inigo did can inform us about a culture and world that no longer make sense. Though I was never more than a bottom-rung art dealer, I have lived most of my life either in or on the edges of the art world, and I am here to tell you that no depiction so far – be it cinematic or literary – comes close to capturing the gooey layers of absurdity and frivolous late capitalism that the international art scene now embodies. The reality, however, is absolutely buck wild. It is more opaque than words can muster and more preposterous than you can imagine; its denizens are by turns craven, lovely, ingenious, devious, supremely talented, completely amoral and utterly fascinating. It can exemplify everything bad about money and people and their avarice, as well as everything that is good about our capacity for beauty and curiosity and truth. It is precisely this bizarre mix – this heady, just-shy-of-toxic cocktail – that makes it so potent and engrossing, that sucked both Inigo and me in, and spat us out, broken, in our early thirties.

			By the time Inigo turned thirty-two, he had navigated his way from an internship to a multi-million-dollar transatlantic empire. He was comfortable in the company of some of the richest and most private individuals in the world and they wanted, maybe even needed, his advice. And then, in October 2019, accused of defrauding collectors, investors and lenders of more than $20 million and in the face of a gathering storm of lawsuits and negative press, Inigo fled, shuttering his galleries in Miami and London. His phones were disconnected; emails to him and to his lawyers went unanswered. As dramatically and suddenly as he had appeared on the contemporary art scene a decade earlier, he vanished.

			We live in dissonant times: the disparity between rich and poor has never been more acute, and yet it seems as if the popular obsession with great wealth – and especially its quick and easy acquisition – knows no bounds. Culturally, we seem to be in a golden age of scams and scammers, of get-rich-quick schemes and too-good-to-be-true opportunities. We gloated over Billy McFarland and his disastrous non-event festival, Fyre, and we delighted in the downfall of Elizabeth Holmes’s blood-testing company Theranos, in a scam so ornate and far-reaching that it managed to con Henry Kissinger and Rupert Murdoch, among others. But first, we glorified them as visionaries, saw them as prophets of the future, representatives of the life we would all like to live, if only we were bold enough.

			The art market has long been perceived as the bailiwick of cads and cheats, but the massive, years-long fraud that Inigo perpetrated came at a moment when a small number of people really were making vast sums of money in the market in a short time. What Inigo did was not a question of a fake Velazquez or a stolen Henry Moore; this was financial crime that perfectly exploited the shadowy aspects of the art market – the silent partners, the discretion, the handshake deals.

			It is easy to see Inigo as a bad apple now excised from the barrel, but I believe what he did was emblematic of a wider malaise within the art market. It is sometimes said that both the best and the worst thing about the art market is that it’s unregulated. The financial haziness which some buyers revel in, the ability to place money in moveable assets which can then be kept in temperature-controlled Swiss freeports, is often used to the advantage of dealers, unbeknownst to their clients. But Inigo was young and brash, and he got caught; sometimes I think it was simply the combination of all three which did for him.

			

			—

			One morning towards the end of October 2019, just weeks after he’d vanished, I woke to an email from British Airways which read: ‘We want to let you know that Mr Inigo Philbrick has added you to their Family and Friends list. That means they can book reward flights for you with their Avios, which is the currency of the British Airways Executive Club frequent flyer programme.’

			I sent him a screenshot of the email via the messaging app Telegram. ‘Does this mean you’re not coming back?’ ‘Not for a while,’ he replied. ‘But you’ll like it here. The food’s great.’ I asked him where ‘here’ was. Underlying my curiosity was as much self-interest as friendly concern, since Inigo and I had worked together on and off for years and I had no idea if I might be implicated in the accusations against him. I could see he was online. The double tick appeared next to my message as he read my question. Then he was gone. Before that, I’d not heard from him in months. It was one thing to watch my friend’s life unravelling in the pages of The New York Times; it was quite another to hear from him while the world was speculating as to his whereabouts. It was thrilling, like being invited into a secret society.

			It’s a daunting task to try to communicate the essence of someone one has known for a long time, so to begin with I will start where Inigo and I left off: on the phone. Inigo enjoys speaking on the phone. He has the kind of voice you expect to come dressed in a pastel polo shirt and accompanied by the rhythmic clinking of ice in Scotch. To the English he sounds American in the mid-Atlantic way that Cary Grant sounded American sometimes; to the Americans he sounds English in the mid-Atlantic way that Cary Grant also sounded English sometimes. He has a languid, inquisitive and encouraging conversational style that can make you feel like you’re in the best job interview of your career. He listens deeply and peppers his speech with small, teacherly affirmations like ‘Bingo!’ or ‘You’ve got it one’ and ‘When you know, you know’. Inigo will seldom correct you if he thinks you’re wrong on a certain matter, but rather he uses conversational gambits like ‘I see your point, but let me raise you one further’. He is unafraid of brief, mid-sentence silences as he gathers together his thoughts and he will indulge you comfortably if you do the same. Often he will signal that he wants to return to a topic briefly touched upon and as such the dialogue begins to take on the rhizomatic structure of a large and splendid tree. The overall effect is entirely seductive, and at the end of a wide-ranging, hours-long conversation you can hang up with little recollection of specific subjects discussed, but with the feeling of satisfaction you might have after a good dinner with life-long friends.

			During those first few months we spoke infrequently – always shortly after I woke up, listening to the clatter of pots and pans on the other end of the line as I drank coffee at my desk – and texted more, often on the encrypted messaging app Telegram. Inigo had set it so that our conversations disappeared after an hour. Initially, I didn’t know if he was alone or with his fiancée, who’d moved with him to Miami; rumours in London were that they had broken up before he fled. I didn’t know what he was living on since a London court had frozen his assets. The press was giddy on its drug of choice, schadenfreude, with Bloomberg News claiming that he had made off with the best part of $150 million. I didn’t know what to believe.

			It went on like this for a month or so. We’d message back and forth exchanging easy generalities. I asked about what he was doing ‘there’ as I tried to deduce his whereabouts from the timings of the messages and photos he sent me. One was a photo of an ornate metal gate with a plaque bearing a painted Latin motto which sent me down a rabbit hole for most of an afternoon. The motto turned out to be meaningless. Another was an aerial photo of a beachside property with a Fuller-esque geodesic dome, but upon closer inspection on a bigger screen the photo turned out to be taken from a book. I could see the shadow formed by the gully of the pages.

			He’d disappear for days, sometimes weeks, surfacing with explanations that seemed plausible: a storm on the island; they’d been moving house. Then again, plausibility was always Inigo’s strong suit. I learned that what are called hurricanes in the northern hemisphere, are called typhoons in the south. When he told me there had been a typhoon where he was, I searched meteorological websites for storms in the southern hemisphere.

			Speculation in London was rife. In the absence of actual information the art world press was full of rumour and gossip, worked into an indignant lather. One article – featuring fifteen-year-old Facebook photos of Inigo picking his way through a Bangkok street market – claimed that he was in Thailand. On 27 October 2019, Inigo sent me a link to a Daily Mail article. He’d long been impishly fascinated by the Mail Online, with its notorious ‘sidebar of shame’ and Z-list celebrity weight loss stories. But this story was about him. It claimed that Inigo had sold a sculpture by the Japanese artist Yayoi Kusama to Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman of Saudi Arabia. The link Inigo sent me came accompanied by a caption that read: ‘Finally made it into the Daily Mail!’ The article went on to cast doubt on whether Inigo had had the right to sell the artwork. The thought of this terrified me. I replied to Inigo, ‘Fucking hell, man! Look what happened to Khashoggi! MBS is not a guy you want to mess with!’

			‘It’s all good, playboy,’ came the reply, before he went offline again.

			And that was that for a while. The lawsuits against him arrived with dizzyƒng speed. He was accused of forging legal documents, double-dealing artworks priced in the millions of dollars, and refusing to pay enormous debts. Long queues of plutocrats formed behind their expensive lawyers, and yet Inigo’s silence went unbroken. He was quiet for much of November and December 2019, but as the articles kept coming I would occasionally send him links. He had invariably read them, often telling me how wrong the coverage was. How much more there was still to come out. ‘They don’t even have ten per cent of what I did.’

			It was difficult to say if he was enjoying it, or somehow relieved that it was out of his control now. In the spring of 2020, we talked about the past just as the present closed in on all of us. The British prime minister, Boris Johnson, that great unmade bed of a man, was gravely ill in hospital, struck down by the virus whose seriousness he had tried to minimise. Over a patchy phone line I heard Inigo clicking a cheap pen, propelling and retracting its nib rapidly, nervously, click-clack, click-clack. Outside my window, the stunted rush-hour grumble of the busy main road was drowned out by birdsong, intermittently punctured by ambulance sirens making their way to the large hospital near my flat, the oppressive existential tinnitus of life under Covid-19.

			On Inigo’s end, our conversations were occasionally interrupted by a new Dobermann puppy called Bacchus as he clambered over furniture or knocked over his water bowl. I heard the clatter of his claws on a linoleum floor. Inigo would sometimes stop to chastise him lightly. Longer pauses in the conversation gave me an auditory glimpse into the secret life of this wanted man. I listened for the ocean, anticipating wind chimes and wondering whether it would be possible to distinguish the murmur of a sea breeze moving through the fronds of a palm tree. I knew only that he was on an island, that it was remote. (The cellphone number he used to communicate with me was registered in Vanuatu, somewhere I’d never heard of. This didn’t mean he was there, however; Inigo often used the app Hushed, which allows you to mask your true location, to hide in plain sight.) At one point, I googled the sound that a toucan makes in case I should overhear one when we were speaking. It was the most exotic thing I could think of.

			Inigo was supposedly on the other side of the world, but somehow this global crisis made that distance seem less significant. If he was really where he told me, he was over 10,000 miles away. But it was the first time we had spoken properly in years. Some people found joy in the strangest places during the lockdown. I found it in having my friend back. He proposed writing an article together, one which might put his side of the story. To that end he sent me an enormous trove of documentation surrounding his actions, emails and spreadsheets and documents that encompassed years of his career, evidence that, along with my own memories, has formed the basis of this book. As Inigo told me his story he spoke in the passive and almost always in the present tense, as if these events hadn’t happened to him but were somehow still happening somewhere, to someone else, some blameless other. And, he told me, he was in Vanuatu.

			But this book isn’t journalism, for there can be no objectivity where love has lived. I will try as best I can to give an accurate picture of the man I knew while also trying to reconcile that person with a different man, someone I have come to know since: a version of Inigo I have found it difficult to recognise. A man more desperate than I could have imagined, a man more ruthless than I dared believe. My role as Inigo’s confessor frightened me as much as it excited me because I knew that the more I came to understand him, the more it would reveal about our friendship, and about myself.

			

			—

			Almost nine months after he had disappeared, on Friday, 12 June 2020, Inigo woke early in Vanuatu and made coffee using his 9Barista espresso machine, one of the few things he had taken with him when he had fled. On his phone, by force of habit, he checked Artnet News, The New York Times website and Bloomberg – mostly for the news but also to see if there had been anything published about him overnight. There hadn’t. In fact, there had been few public developments in his case for weeks now.

			Vanuatu had remained largely Covid-free, but a flu had been going around the island and he told me he felt exhausted all the time. ‘Am just dead…’ he wrote to me as he went to bed the night before. ‘Hoping to be back on feet tomorrow.’ We never did speak that morning, so I have had to piece together what follows from the media reports that came after his arrest, as well as what I already knew of Inigo’s daily life there. It was a quiet, placid existence which seemed to me almost irreconcilable with the man I had known for so long.

			Inigo had slept well and long, and had taken his coffee outside, his puppy leaping and bounding eagerly at his feet. He was starting to feel himself again. Gazing out at the ocean, at the hazy line above the horizon, he remembered that moment, not even a year ago, when he had done the same thing in his old life in Miami and felt dread rising with the tide. Now, the lapping waves were closer, calmer, bringing with them not fear but a gradual feeling of absolution. But no paradise lasts for ever.

			After he’d fed Bacchus and given the scraps of last night’s dinner to the pigs, Inigo showered and got into his Ford pickup truck. He’d never had a licence before moving to Vanuatu and he relished the feeling of power and control that driving can bring. As he manoeuvred through the village of Mele where he and his pregnant fiancée had recently bought a modest home, along a road spattered with potholes, the colourful, makeshift houses on either side seemed to grin widely in the morning light. On almost every porch the beach shoes and flip-flops of happy families exuded a contented torpor.

			Inigo and his fiancée met for a late lunch in the garden of the Rossi restaurant in the capital, Port Vila, where the close-cropped grass lies flat like a carpet. The view over the bay to Iririki island, the sea dotted with tiny white boats like rabbits’ tails, was as still and perfect as a theatrical backdrop. The place is frequented by visitors and a few expats and the food is mostly ordinary tourist fare – fried things served with fries – but it has a holiday feel and Inigo liked the sensation he had there of blending in.

			That afternoon, the couple moved their way calmly through a busy street market. Around them, Bislama, the Creole language spoken by the locals, can for an English speaker sometimes effect the feeling of listening to a broken shortwave radio: familiar words stick like fish in a net, while others slip away, heard but not understood. All along the streets, men and women drank kava – a bitter, fermented drink made from a root – from coconut shells and ate ‘washem maot’, small bites of food designed to take away the taste of the drink before its relaxing effects take hold.

			The day was hot and getting hotter and the market was thinning out as the couple left the street and entered a shop in Rue Carnot, known as the Chinatown of Port Vila. As they selected fruit and vegetables for their dinner that night, Inigo’s face dropped, the blood draining from his features. A group of men, arms bulging in their polo shirts, had entered the shop and were barring the doorway. One of them said to him, ‘Are you Inigo?’ No sound came from his open mouth, but he sealed his fate with a single nod. Two of the men grabbed him by the arms and hurried him to a waiting SUV; another restrained his fiancée whose screaming shattered the slow quiet of the afternoon, waking the shopkeeper’s baby who slept in an improvised cot beside the till. Before she reached the street, he was gone, the unmarked car driving off at speed with a siren howling. She, too, was pushed into a car: her mobile phone snatched from her hand, she was flanked on the back seat by two men who refused to speak to her. Neither Inigo nor his fiancée had any idea who had grabbed them or where they were going.

			The cars sped through the gates of Bauerfield International Airport before screeching to a halt. Inigo, now in handcuffs, was led across the tarmac to a waiting Gulfstream jet as his fiancée watched on, powerless, from the car. Curious onlookers stopped to record the scene on their mobile phones. One photograph that captured this moment – and which made front page news the following week in the Vanuatu Daily Post – does not show a scuffle; rather, Inigo seems almost to be sauntering. His body, far from being tense or contorted in struggle as one might expect, appears relaxed, captured in an almost narcotic contrapposto.

			It is easy to read this scene as something for which he had mentally prepared himself – an event long expected that had finally arrived. But from conversations Inigo and I had in the weeks leading up to his arrest he was feeling safe, even comfortable, in his new island life. Just prior to his arrest, we had been delayed in continuing our conversations, in fact, because he had been travelling, visiting different Vanuatuan islands where he told me he was unable to access sufficient internet to talk. Instead, he sent me a photograph of himself atop a beautiful green hill, smiling broadly into the wind, the sun beating down on his face, the deep, unguent blue of the Pacific stretching out behind him. He looked like a man without a care in the world.

		

	
		
			2

			Some friendships feel like they will go on for ever. Others are self-consciously fleeting, even conditional on their impermanence – the agreeable person you sit next to on a long-haul flight or a sympathetic bartender during your dark night of the soul. As for my friendship with Inigo, I sometimes find it hard to remember a time when he wasn’t a part of my life.

			The truth is we very nearly didn’t become friends at all. We both started at Goldsmiths, University of London, in 2006, for very different reasons. I was there because I didn’t know what I was going to do with my life. Inigo was there because he knew exactly what he was going to do with his. I wanted to find out why I liked art, what art I should like, and what to say about it. (Also, probably of paramount importance, how to argue about it with my father, who had been managing director of Christie’s and whose expertise ranged from Renaissance bronzes to British post-war abstraction.) Inigo knew all these things already, as if pre-programmed as a connoisseur at birth. What he needed was a place to hone his skills, a place to get his patter down, before the business of his life could begin in earnest.

			I’d taken up my place at Goldsmiths despite getting offers from what my teachers assured me were ‘better’ universities. But I wanted to move away from the art history I’d thus far encountered: classical architecture, depictions of drapery in Florentine frescoes and the infuriating dappled light of the Impressionists. Most of all, though, I wanted to get away from the people who studied those kinds of things: red-trousered Tarquins and ample-bosomed Home Counties Camillas. Goldsmiths, then – urban, contemporary, iconoclastic – seemed to fit the bill perfectly and so I was thrilled, during my first lecture, to be treated to a compare and contrast between a sixteenth-century depiction of the flagellation of Christ with a Tom of Finland drawing. A quick text to a friend who had just started an art history degree at Cambridge underscored my sense of good fortune: his first lecture was on iconography in Byzantine coins.

			But it would soon become clear that I had not escaped as cleanly as I thought. Our class comprised about forty or so students of whom Inigo and I were two of only five men. Among the female cohort were two minor European royals (Luxembourg and Germany) and a smattering of continental and homegrown nobility. In a lecture early in the first term we were discussing the feminist concept of the male gaze when one of the posh young ladies arrived late. The lecturer did the whole nice-of-you-to-join-us routine and told her what we were discussing. ‘Oh, I thought we weren’t meant to call them that any more,’ the young lady said flatly.

			‘Call who what?’ asked the lecturer, puzzled.

			‘The gays,’ the latecomer answered. ‘The male gays.’

			The room rippled with laughter and I remember catching Inigo’s eye, sharing briefly in the general amusement. Neither of us at that point had spoken – to each other, or in class. I would be lying if I told you that we became friends in the lecture hall. In the coming months, however, Inigo suddenly became an intimidating presence in class. He spoke forthrightly and insouciantly, content to challenge professors and fellow students alike. Indeed, as term wore on he came to seem like an almost professorial presence; in lectures he never took notes, but instead made lengthy disquisitions – about the writings of Joseph Kosuth or Arthur Danto or the gender politics of Lee Lozano – things no one else in the class had ever heard of, let alone had defensible opinions on.

			By the end of our first year, Inigo and I had hardly exchanged a word and he was seldom to be seen around Goldsmiths’ south London campus outside of class. Indeed, it wasn’t until the late spring of 2007 that we would first talk properly. This time, however, we were a world away from the linoleum corridors of the university. When we finally spoke, we were in Bloomsbury.

			

			—

			The name Bloomsbury conjures images of wide-eyed avenues and grinning squares, of pulmonary plane trees gently swaying, of publishers and academics. It is a place of ghostly literature and literary ghosts – in one passing man you may spot the pear-drop nose of T. S. Eliot or Dickens’ crooked smile; in a woman seated on a bench you might see the sad middle-distance eyes of Woolf. In my mind’s eye, Bloomsbury’s skies are perpetually a wet grey, its streets always in recovery from an April dousing. It is a place of alleyways and secret courtyards, stuccoed houses and cloth awnings cloaking the facades of dusty second-hand bookshops, of jigsaw-paved streets with names like Emerald Court and Phoenix Place and Mount Pleasant.

			At the arrhythmic heart of old Bloomsbury lies the British Museum. Created by an act of parliament in 1753 in order to house the enormous and eclectic collection that Sir Hans Soane had bequeathed to King George II, the museum still has posts whose job titles are like something out of Game of Thrones. One of these is the ‘Keeper of Coins and Medals’. Along with custodianship over the museum’s enormous numismatic collection, the role used to come with its very own grace and favour house, located just to the west of the museum, at number 89 Great Russell Street.

			The last Keeper of Coins to live in the house was Sir Edward Robinson. He died in 1976, leaving the house vacant. At the time, Britain was embroiled in strikes. Refuse, shuddering with rats, was piled high in the streets and coal-fuelled power stations flickered on and off, intermittently returning large areas of the country to the darkness of the Blitz. The house’s brickwork was stained bible-black by years of smog and its windows were rendered sleepy-eyed with grime. Still, its grandeur was unmistakable.

			In 1979, the critic and curator Sacha Craddock saw an advert in the London Evening Standard reading ‘Large House, Central London, To Let’. The house in question was 89 Great Russell Street, and she has held on to the lease ever since. Originally, she lived there with her mother, Sally, and the illustrator Corinne Pearlman, but over the ensuing years the house, known to all as GRS, has been home to – and a hub for – a great many members of the British contemporary art scene. The filmmaker Isaac Julien, for instance, lived there in the 1990s. Unsurprisingly, the annual Great Russell Street Christmas party is a bacchanal of the great, the good and the freeloading.

			The house is a three-bay, four-storey affair which, with the windows diminishing incrementally in size with each floor, seems to get smaller towards the roof. If you look too closely at the brickwork you might fear that the whole building could come down on you, for the cement is eroding and the once-neat rows of bricks now undulate like a child’s drawing of the sea. The ground floor of the building is clad in a whitewashed stucco crenellation that lends the house its pot-bellied hauteur, while its black front door is stern and heavy, scaly with decades of repainting; above it, a lantern window, emblazoned with a large gold ‘89’, glows welcomingly at all hours.

			In the hallway entrants must negotiate a scaffolding of bicycles – some in good working order, others rusted or gummy with oil – before reaching the sitting room. In the middle of the day there is seldom anyone there and the sagging sofas bask in the light of the two big sash windows. Tourists passing on their way to the British Museum look in eagerly through the glass, standing on tip-toes and gripping the cast-iron railings, craning their necks and camera phones to see this anachronistic version of English life, as if it were somehow a living exhibit escaped from the building next door. On the mantelpiece an Italianate marble bust of a man with hair like an octopus’s tentacles peers down at the room; occasionally he is given a silly hat or a feather boa or a false moustache by a waggish late-night reveller. At the rear of the house a galley kitchen, its floor sandy with crumbs, looks out over an overgrown garden where various tables and chairs have been swallowed up by the vegetation.

			

			—

			Sacha Craddock is a ruddy, Chaucerian woman with a natural talent for consensus building – an ideal landlady for a house that is home to an ever-changing cast of artists, writers, curators and designers. That talent is also key for her role as committee chair of Bloomberg Young Contemporaries, one of the UK’s most respected young artists’ prizes. A rare example of a famous squatter, she once worked as a cleaning lady for the painter Howard Hodgkin, who lived on Coptic Street, just around the corner from GRS, until his death in 2017. In 1988, writing for The Times, Sacha was the only mainstream art critic to review the now legendary exhibition Freeze, a show which launched the careers of Damien Hirst (he also curated it) and Sarah Lucas, among other Young British Artists (YBAs). Outgoing – even garrulous at times – and legendarily friend-rich, Sacha can nevertheless turn in an instant and a full showing of her ire is not something you easily forget. (Thankfully, she will likely not mention the matter again.)

			When I was a frequent visitor to GRS, between 2007 and 2009, the house had six full-time residents. At the top, her apartment spread over two floors, lived Sacha and her daughter; on the first floor was a hirsute video artist called Steve Farrer who was often cross and seldom seen; in the basement lived Louise McKinney, who worked for the Serpentine Gallery and had mournful eyes which were often obscured by cigarette smoke; and at the rear in a small basement room of the house, really no more than a cupboard with space only for a single bed, lived a curator called Robert McPherson. The final occupant was Inigo.

			Inigo lived in the basement at Great Russell Street in a room that contained a clothes rail, a sofabed and a small Formica table but no chair. Everything was from Ikea and everything was falling apart. Piles of art books sometimes functioned as bedside tables or even stools. The carpet was new but cheap, and balls of royal blue fluff would collect at the skirting boards and in corners, to be scurried away in the night by the mice for their nests.

			In those days, Inigo had a wild mess of curly hair and was scrupulously clean-shaven. He dressed always in a shirt tucked into his jeans and a buttery leather jacket which I think had belonged to his father and which hung off his shoulders. I never saw him wear trainers. His bee-stung lips, to which he seemed constantly to be applying Chapstick, could make him look effete and he spoke openly about things like skincare and articles from The New York Times, which he read on his BlackBerry. At Goldsmiths, an art school in thrall to skinny jeans, The Libertines and roll-up cigarettes, he stuck out like a Hollywood smile at a coal miners’ strike.

			He championed controversial opinions about artists or artworks, seemingly in order to test the limits of his knowledge or that of his fellow students or even that of the lecturers who were as bemused by him as the rest of us. I can’t say he was popular. Then again, I wasn’t either. I remember his defence of Damien Hirst, a Goldsmiths alumnus whose status as a market star somehow made him unworthy of serious discussion. (The nonchalant arrogance of art students knows few limits.) Inigo’s speech was impassioned and convincing almost because of its languor, its I-couldn’t-care-less-what-you-think attitude.

			My father had been an auctioneer at both Christie’s and Sotheby’s and I had grown up in and around the art market. But I knew little of contemporary art and, what’s more, I knew little of what I liked. Back then I couldn’t understand how people could look at an artwork and proclaim it good or bad, one thing or another. I had always longed for the kind of conviction Inigo seemed already to possess and I figured that proximity to him would be a good way to go about getting it.

			In the early summer of 2007, when all our essays had been turned in and the long break seemed to stretch out in front of us for ever, Inigo did a surprising thing: he invited us all to a party at his place – at 89 Great Russell Street. I went along with a couple of friends. We had some drinks at the nearby Museum Tavern before we got there and discussed the rumours surrounding Inigo. With his mid-Atlantic accent, some thought he was the black sheep son of WASP-y New Yorkers, banished to their London townhouse. Others speculated he was the orphaned child of Hollywood royalty. No one knew what to expect from the evening, but the promise of finding out more about Inigo – and about the surroundings that might have created this mysterious figure – was a powerful incentive to make the long crosstown journey from New Cross to Bloomsbury.

			As I would later find out, Inigo had grown up in a family that was deeply rooted in the world of contemporary art. His mother was an artist and his father was director of the Aldrich Contemporary Art Museum, a well-respected regional institution in southern Connecticut; his grandfather ran a fine art foundry that worked with artists like Frank Stella and Joel Shapiro. Inigo himself had already interned at the prestigious White Cube gallery and continued to do odd jobs there. So while GRS felt like a very odd place for a young undergraduate to end up, in retrospect it feels now more like the logical conclusion of his upbringing and the springboard to the next chapter of his life.

			In spite of the unexpected loucheness of the interior, the gathering was just the sort of thing you’d expect from first year art history students: regrettably attired young adults drinking cheap beer and saying things we didn’t mean or didn’t understand – frequently both. We rolled and smoked cigarettes and joints and poked around the house, which felt like the kind of place you might play hide-and-seek or sardines. Throughout the evening the other residents would sneer into the living room as they returned home. An older student, Nicola, who’d had a modelling career before starting her degree, came with her boyfriend, a thick-set property developer in his mid-thirties. At first he looked distraught at having been dragged along, but half an hour later was to be found deep in earnest conversation with Inigo about a recent Economist piece on global water shortages and advances in desalination technology. I, meanwhile, spent the evening trying to perfect a double high-five – front and back, you know, up top and down low as you pass each other – and lamenting the demise of The Libertines. The whole evening felt like something Inigo had put on out of a sense of obligation. Something he ought to do.

			Later, there was cocaine. We were down in Inigo’s basement room by that stage, Sacha having ejected us from the communal areas of the house on account of noise. Mismatched socks hung drying on a rack like forlorn punctuation. Empty coffee cups sat on books and shelves and – as would become something of a domestic trademark for Inigo, no matter how sophisticated his surroundings – small plastic animals were scattered around, sheep and lions and dinosaurs poking out from behind and underneath the chaos of his room. I spotted a hotel notepad covered in a scratchy scrawl – words not joined up and letters of varying size – which I tried to read upside down until Inigo caught my eye. (I would always marvel at his handwriting. From that day to this it’s startlingly puerile, uncertain, a marked contrast to the man he’s become. Every time I saw him sign a contract or a letter, I would remember the Inigo – barely more than a boy – that I’d met that night.) Music leaked out of tinny laptop speakers and edgy greed filled everyone’s eyes as the powder was passed around, claggy lines cut up on a paperback. That night I think we all felt it: the contrast of Inigo’s home among this sophisticated bohemian clutter with all of ours, the flat-pack student experience, our flat-packed lives dusted with cigarette ash and the uric stains of dried-up beer.

			When the book was passed to me, with its attendant baton of rolled-up banknote, I saw that it was Mother’s Milk by Edward St Aubyn, a novel I had recently read and, along with the previous three in the series, loved. Inigo and I discussed these books for a long while that night – their damaged and acerbic narrator, his abusive father and the parade of repression and cruelty that characterises the English upper classes – until the cocaine and everyone else had gone, and the sun was on the rise.

			I walked towards home alone through early morning streets. I’d like to tell you that I felt something significant, something life-altering that morning. But I felt only the weight of my hangover and the discomfort of walking any distance in my too-tight jeans and ill-fitting Converse high-tops. I had no idea that I had begun a friendship that would so dramatically change the course of my life. But the easy intensity of our conversation that night, the alacrity of mutual openness, felt different somehow. I hadn’t just made a new friend. I had found my tribe.

			I was going to New York the following week for an internship at Christie’s (this was the first thing I told Inigo which had visibly impressed him) and he was returning home to Connecticut for the summer. We agreed to meet in New York.

			

			—

			I’ve never known a heat like New York in summer. The janky pavements seem to melt underfoot and the air is sweet and wet like someone breathing too close to you. Without warning the rain comes down like fury, calling a brief time-out on the thermometrical onslaught. The only reliable places to find cold air out of office hours are the subway or the cinema. No one told me it would be that way.

			In the three months I worked at Christie’s in the early summer of 2007, I spent untold hours in taxis transporting frozen yoghurt between Koreatown and the offices, twenty blocks away at the Rockefeller Center. The specialists at Christie’s had discovered Pinkberry frozen yoghurt and a new intern was the perfect way to keep them cool and refreshed without splashing out on the calories too much. The real problem I encountered as I strove to fulfil their desires was the taxi witching hour. At 4 p.m. every day, taxis all over Manhattan turn off their meters and lights and drive back to Queens for a shift change. (No one had told me about this before I arrived, either.) The avenues and cross streets, usually flecked with swarming black and yellow cabs, are suddenly empty. And if you’re standing on a sidewalk holding eighty dollars-worth of fro-yo, it’s a disaster.

			It was after just such an excursion, having spent an aeon on the sidewalk begging the universe to send me a cab as I melted along with the yoghurt, that I returned to the offices, glazed in sweat and laden with cartons from Pinkberry. As everyone gathered around to eat, a man I hadn’t seen before emerged from a corner office. This was the WASP-y department head, Josh Holdeman, who’d been away in London since my arrival a few weeks before. The main thing I remember about Josh was his hair, which he had cut in Paris every other month. It fell over his face like a wave and was always as clean as a razor. He dressed in suits which looked lived-in in that nonchalant, old-money way and expensive shoes which were polished by someone who really knew what they were doing. He had the kind of boyish eyes that would make you believe anything he told you.

			Josh was telling everyone a story: during his trip to London he’d had to go to a black tie event, but he didn’t have his tuxedo with him, nor did he have time to have it sent over from New York. This, Josh knew, was a problem that could be solved by having money – a lot of money – thrown at it, and so he’d gone around the corner from Christie’s London office in St James’s to Turnbull & Asser in Jermyn Street. Turnbull & Asser had recently provided the tux for Daniel Craig in whichever new Bond movie was out that year, and they were selling off-the-peg versions to customers who wanted to dress like a secret agent at charity events or the opera or wherever you wear a tuxedo to these days. So the man in the shop had fitted Josh for a James Bond tux and, as he was making minor adjustments to the trouser length, he’d asked if Josh would like a cummerbund to complete the look.

			‘And so I said to the guy, “What the fuck is a fucking cummerbund for?” ’ Just then, Josh looked at me. ‘You, intern, you’re British, right? What the fuck is a cummerbund?’

			Now, I knew what a cummerbund looked like, but I had no idea what it was for. ‘It was originally used by upper-class men to hold their opera ticket stubs,’ I gambled. ‘But all those guys were so fat that they became a kind of crumb-catcher as well.’

			‘Huh,’ he said, unsatisfied, as he touched his hand to his midriff, seeking the silky ghost of his cummerbund. ‘I guess I’ll have to take your word for it.’ He was unconvinced and I knew it. He opened his mouth again and I thought he was about to call me out, as if this had all been a ruse to faze the intern, but instead he turned to Stuart Alexander, the senior specialist, and gave him a quizzical look. Then he finished his story and his frozen yoghurt and returned to his corner office and closed the door.

			A little while later, he came to the door and asked me to come in. His face told me nothing, but his flat tone of voice did not bode well. I stood up and straightened my tie, tucked in my shirt. I felt like I was back at school, being summoned, once again, to the headmaster’s office for a dressing down. He turned his computer monitor round. He had the Wikipedia page on cummerbunds open.

			‘I can’t see anything here about crumbs or ticket stubs.’ I flushed red and shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot, preparing to be reprimanded. Some of us never leave the headmaster’s study.

			I tried one last gambit: ‘Well, sure, if you want to believe Wikipedia…’

			‘Listen,’ he stopped me just in time.‘That was total bullshit you just spun me.’ Before I could reply, he continued: ‘But it was some pretty good bullshit. When you’re done with school, you should come see me about a job.’

			I had no desire to work for an auction house; to do so would have been to play into my father’s hands far too readily. The way I’d spoken to Josh was completely out of character and when he called me out on it, I felt engulfed in shame. But then I considered his offer. I knew it wasn’t real, but I wondered if, at its root, was something truthful about what it took to make it in the art world. What had in reality been a panicky lie to cover up my ignorance had been taken for suave self-assuredness, a promising sign of future talent. At the time I remember thinking, Is that really all it takes? And then later, How do I do that on purpose? Consciously or not, we look for things in our friends that we lack, and I was already aware that Inigo was the most confident person I had ever met. If confidence was all I needed, maybe I could learn it from him.

			

			—

			Inigo and I always used to joke that we would write each other’s biographies, that we knew each other well enough to be both Boswell and Johnson to each other. He was right, as usual, or at least half right: I wonder now if he ever really knew me in the way I felt I had come to know him. In those early days, I feel like I almost studied him, in the way a painter will study the brushstrokes of the Old Masters or a writer Hemingway’s sentence structure. At nineteen, Inigo already seemed to have the assurance and poise of a man twice his age. With him, I felt somehow as if I were trespassing on a life, setting foot on foreign territory where at any moment I might be discovered as the rank imposter I knew myself to be.

			I’ve had a lot of time to think about my friendship with Inigo, the most formative of my life. To write about a friendship is an admission of an ending, perhaps not of the friendship itself, but, at the very least, a chapter of it. Over the past few years I have looked back in search of instances – tipping points, perhaps – trying to figure out when things started to go wrong. I don’t know, really, but I do know the day that everything changed for me started when I met Inigo at Grand Central station in the summer of 2007.

			Early on a Sunday morning, I took the subway from Newkirk Avenue in Brooklyn, where I was staying with family friends, to Grand Central. Waiting under the vast green and gold dome of the concourse, I didn’t spot Inigo, he just appeared beside me and started speaking. ‘Have you had coffee yet? I’ll need one more before we catch the train. And you’ll need a black and white cookie – have you ever had one? I’ve got the paper. Shall we go? We don’t have long.’ And with that he moved off quickly and with purpose. I almost lost him in the crowd before I jerked into action, following his mass of curly hair visible above the fray, downstairs to the food court where we bought coffee and the crucial black and white cookies and Inigo bought some green juice – a concoction of vegetables and fruits and what I presumed were rare mosses that turned my stomach just to look at.

			This was only the second time I’d seen him since our coke-fuelled night in London six weeks before. A week before our meeting at Grand Central, he’d written to say that he was coming into the city from his mother’s house in Connecticut to view the post-war and contemporary art sale at Christie’s. Despite working a few floors above the viewing rooms, the thought of going myself hadn’t even occurred to me. I took the elevator down to meet him at the appointed time and found him staring at a Carroll Dunham painting, his arms crossed behind his back. He was so absorbed – scouring the surface of the painting like a detective searching for clues – that he seemed not to notice me as I approached. When he finally realised I was there he seemed surprised, as if he’d forgotten our plan to meet. But soon we were walking through the galleries together. Inigo told me about the compulsive, repetitive work of the Japanese artist Yayoi Kusama who voluntarily lived in a mental hospital and who ate only tapioca pudding, and about Warhol’s obsession with watching television adverts and his shooting in 1968 by Valerie Solanas, before segueing elegantly on to Jeff Koons, his porn star ex-wife and his preoccupation with breath and innocence lost; about Robert Irwin’s love of fountain Coca-Cola and how, despite being from San Diego, he always wore a
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