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      (London calling) Yes, I was there, too

      And you know what they said? Well, some of it was true!

      

      London Calling, The Clash
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      Sometimes, the crime is hard to see. Take your local museum, for instance. You might think that any crimes that involved a museum might be all about taking stuff out, probably by people dressed all in black who enjoy extreme night-time sports like climbing buildings and rappelling through conveniently open skylights. But really, if you try, there’s no end of trouble you can get up to in a museum.

      At the museum in question, a guard stood by the entrance to the gallery, methodically scanning the room, his eyes moving steadily back and forth. Roman statuary lined the walls and plinths supported fragments of torsos, busts, and even a pair of feet.⁠1 It was a busy afternoon. The school groups hadn’t left yet, and there were small drifts of seniors, a few sets of couples, one or two lone individuals trying to listen to audio guides above the roar, and a harried mother or two. The place smelt like wet wool and school lunches.

      “Henry… where’s Henry? Michael, stay here. Here! Stay here. Don’t touch anything. I’m just going to look in the last room for two seconds. Stay put…”

      Competing groups of tourists tried to navigate around each other to see the more famous pieces. Some tour guides were a bit more political today than others, the guard noted. This one carried a large banner with ‘Exposing Museum Crimes’ emblazoned on it.

      “…And in this room, we have various objects taken under dubious, ah ha, circumstances, as part of various seventeenth-century ‘Grand Tours’, where rich idle men felt they were entitled to the heritage of poorer countries…”

      His earphone crackled. “Time to switch. Cameras are offline in Gallery 12 today, remember.”

      He stretched his arms and shook out his limbs. When he saw his colleague Roger walk into the room, he nodded, pointed towards one corner and tapped his eye, and then proceeded to the next gallery. The guards rotated through the rooms during their shifts, to keep them fresh. The Museum of Ancient History was not one of the bigger or better-known museums, but it had its fair share of treasures. “Just a big crime scene,” Roger had once remarked to his wife, repeating what the pretty tour guide had once said.

      Roger gave a young man standing in the corner a surreptitious examination. He was entirely unremarkable. Average height, brown hair, some kind of rain jacket, satchel. But he was taking photographs of a Roman bust, a piece of limestone carved into the features of one of the Severan emperors. Roger knew his Julio-Claudians, but Severans were harder and this one was too weathered to confirm the identity.

      The young man took a photo, then stepped smartly a pace to the left. He took another photo and took another step leftwards, facing the bust. He continued doing this until he had completely circled the bust. The guard wandered over.

      “Sir? May I ask what you are doing, sir?”

      “Oh. I—I… I’m taking photographs of this bust.”

      “Yes sir. But most people take a photo and move on.”

      “Can’t I take more than one photo?”

      “It depends on what you’re planning on doing with those photos, sir. There is a policy, sir. Permissions are required.”

      “I—I’m a researcher. I need good quality photographs. See—look.”

      He fumbled the camera as he tried to take its strap from around his neck, letting it slip between his hands. As he tried to juggle it, he lost control and tossed it towards Roger. Surprised, Roger held his hands up, and stepped backward and caught the camera, but hit the edge of the plinth with his heel.

      The plinth rocked backwards and forwards, and both men reached to steady it. The camera hit the floor with a loud crack, while the motion-activated alarm on the plinth erupted.

      The young man placed his hand on the bust to steady it, which caused the metal base the bust was mounted on to separate from the plinth. Roger shouted “No!” and let go of the plinth, reaching for the bust. The extra momentum caused the wooden plinth to topple over, scything Roger’s legs out from under him. The young man instinctively shied away from Roger’s grasping hands. Roger fell hard with outstretched arms, and the young man bumped forcefully into the adjacent statue of a togate Roman.

      “Oh shit!” he wailed. He tried to slide a leg against the side of the Roman to steady it but it continued its slow pendulum into the wall. The group of school children standing there scattered, some of them banging into other statue bases in their haste, setting off more alarms.

      By the time the other guards arrived, the room had largely cleared. Roger was lying on the floor, the Roman bust neatly beside him, while the statue was laying partly in the drywall.

      The harried mother came running. “Oh Michael! I told you not to touch anything!”

      Of the camera and the young man, there was no trace. Damage to plinth, drywall, statue: £12 000.⁠2

      
      Heart racing, the young man walked as quickly as he could to get as far away from the museum as possible. He shoved the pieces of the camera into his bag. It looked like the memory card had been ejected during the scuffle. He looked up, closed his eyes and stuck his jaw out, uttering a strained “Fuuuuuck”. The flow of pedestrians simply carried on around him. He paused to catch his breath against the hoarding of a building under construction, its surface plastered in election posters. “Vote for change in 2010!” they told him. Yes, a change would be nice, wouldn’t it?

      The young man was called John Kingston. And he had been hoping to get a lectureship job, if only he could get the damned models to turn out correctly from the photographs. Well, when he’d had a camera. Dammit.

      You needed something to wow a job committee; you needed something to really show them how things worked, what the possibilities could be, if they’d just hire you. If you could just get your foot in the door—if you could just be the inside candidate, that was the trick he was certain. But how can you swing that when you’re about as outside as they come?

      He’d thought to himself one evening “…not what you know, but who, right?” and set out to systematically contact every single person he knew in academe or academic-adjacent work. He’d put together a spreadsheet, and recorded who he contacted, and what (if anything) they said or promised that was at all useful. He’d chased down leads, he’d cold-called, he’d shown up on doorsteps.

      And he’d struck out every single time. Which left only one last option. So he’d called Olivia Anglesey. He’d been at grad school with Olivia; she worked for a big-name professor at Oxford now as a personal assistant. He didn’t think she’d actually finished her PhD, and with one thing and another, well, he wasn’t on very friendly terms with her. But he couldn’t see any other way forward.

      “I wouldn’t bother you otherwise,” he’d begun, “but… thing is, Horton doesn’t answer my emails any more, and…”

      “You want me to…?”

      “I thought, y’know, maybe something was coming up, maybe something that wasn’t advertised yet? You work for him right? And manage his papers? And… maybe… maybe when the time comes, I thought you could kinda just slip my letter in? In the pile that made the first cut? Not at the top or anything—no, I just need to get past that first cut. I know you’re not supposed to do that, but I don’t know what else… That’s all I need. If I had an edge, I’m sure…”

      A hiss of breath. “After all this? Why should I do this for you? Why should I jeopardize what I have going to help you out?”

      John said nothing.

      “Well? You have got some gall, asking for this.”

      “Look… Okay. Alright. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked.”

      “No. No, you bloody well should not have asked. Why do you want a lectureship so badly John? You are an absolute shite and you call me up and you ask me this? You of all people? Ha.” The bitterness was sharp. “And if you could see the way they treat people. I wouldn’t join any club that would let Sterling-McLeod be a member. And that goes for supermarket loyalty cards too.”

      There was a long uncomfortable pause.

      “What is your immigration status?” she’d said at last.

      “I’m not entirely sure. It’s complicated. I think. Working Holiday Maker’s Visa. Yeah.”

      “For god’s sakes John, this is basic stuff. You really have no idea. You just slip and slide your way through, don’t you.”

      He sensed a thawing. “I swear Olivia, just this one thing and you’ll never hear from me again, whatever happens.”

      Silence. Then,

      “There is, in fact, something coming up. I think it might be full time, but only for two years. You do digital archaeology, though?”

      “I can do digital archaeology—that would be perfect! I just need to get my foot in the door. I just need a chance.”

      “That’s n… whatever. Tell you what. I will think about it. Do not call me again.”

      “Thank—”

      Olivia hung up.

      There’d been nothing to do but wait. A few months later a terse email came through:

      Send me the CV. Send the letter.

      Olivia had thrown him the lifeline. He really owed her. He’d have to figure out some kind of show of appreciation. But right now, he had to get the hell out of the city for a few days.

      
      Picture the university professor. What do they look like? How do they act? What did they do to get that job? You might imagine that they’d worked hard at school. Spent so much time studying they probably didn’t have much of a social life. They were probably good with languages, maybe, or science and math. Stood head and shoulders above their peers, no doubt. Lived the life of the mind, and when they finished grad school, got welcomed into a job somewhere nice with a fireplace and big chairs, where they eat long lunches and discuss things like philosophy, or the novels of Gabriel García Márquez. Maybe that is more or less true, if the person you’ve imagined is old enough, if the person you’ve imagined was lucky enough to have started their career in the golden age following the second war. But we’re in austerity Tory Britain, now. Things are different.

      You certainly wouldn’t look at John Kingston, standing in the rain outside the college door with his hair plastered down more by sweat than precipitation, talking to himself in a quiet mutter, flexing his fists open and closed. You wouldn’t imagine him at all. And while he’s always imagined that he’s that kind of person, and has always conducted himself accordingly, well… things haven’t turned out that way.

      And unfortunately, they’re about to get worse.

      The door is in the yellowed stone wall down a side street in Oxford, near the Radcliffe Camera. It is really rather undistinguished. Its gothic arch is nice enough, the wood has the patina of age, but otherwise, it's not a door that attracts attention. Doors like it are everywhere in Oxford. John had been staring at it for some time now. Tourists didn't go down this street, since it was too narrow and seemed to dead end where it turned the corner—and of course, it only had the one mildly interesting door—but the bum pissing against the curb found it just right. Sheltered, close to the action, but out of the way. 

      “It's a door, innit,” he shouted to John.

      John shook himself, took a deep breath, repeated his mantra (“you’ve got this you’ve got this you’ve got this”) and pushed the buzzer.

      It should not have had to come to this, begging Olivia for help, a hot little thought tinged with bitterness. His CV was a sparkling greatest hits of the expected academic trajectory, the things you were supposed to do. And that had worked, insofar as he now had a PhD. But for every time he’d applied for a lectureship—even an adjunct gig,  the kind that didn’t lead anywhere—he'd never even gotten so much as an automatic email thanking him for his application. The thing was, there were more Johns out there than John wanted to admit. Johns were a dime a dozen. Why this John, when you could have John Plus? John Star? John Super Exclusive Platinum Edition? 

      John Vanilla? No one wants John Vanilla.... Hi, I’m John Vanilla. John Bland. John Basic-Model, of the Arnprior Basic-Models.

      The difference between the John Basic-Bland-Vanilla model and the John Super Exclusive Platinum Edition, he was certain, was just down to good references and a good cover letter. But there was a knack to writing a good job application, and well over a hundred attempts (all carefully tracked and noted in a spreadsheet built for the purpose) he'd still not mastered it.

      Esteemed academicians,

      Greetings, I write to you as

      Goddamned it give me the job

      And most of those attempts had depended on him getting someone else to write a letter of support. At first his supervisor had happily written those letters, cutting and pasting and copying, a word salad to match each ridiculous list of required qualifications and interests. Then, after a while, his supervisor had stopped answering emails. His PhD examiner had written a few, but now seemed to be on extended family time leave, at least according to the autoresponder. John had gone through his list of contacts and exhausted all of those, even as far back as his first year of undergraduate studies. Every effort was a bust. Everyone was a bit embarrassed about him and embarrassed for him and seemingly reluctant to know him. Thank god for Olivia.

      Who had no real reason to help him, though, aside from having gone through grad school with him. Olivia worked as an assistant for one of the people on the hiring committee. What a long shot! Not exactly how things were done or maybe it was? How else can you explain all the non-interest in his previous applications, if not for inside candidates? He’d recycled one of the early reference letters (though you're not supposed to do that, changing the details but keeping the signature) and cooked up some teaching examples. And this time, with Olivia’s help, he got the call. This time, he was in the room. Well not literally, yet, he thought. But close. The other side of the door. Just gotta go through the door. Open the door. Push the buzzer again. Maybe there's no-one on the other side of the door. Maybe the door is locked. Is this the right door? Oh god where...

      The door opened. A young man in a blue sweater vest looked him up and down, checked John’s name against a clipboard, and drew him inside where an older man stood waiting. Professor Christopher Sterling-McLeod wasn’t the kind of man who opened doors for people.

      “Come on then, you'll be John.”

      Professor Christopher Sterling-McLeod, Professor of East Roman Archaeology, television personality and raconteur; Professor Christopher Sterling-McLeod, who looked about as “television” as the wall-pisser outside—but you can get away with that in Britain, thought John, with that rich rounded accent, probably scores well with PBS focus groups in the US. Counts as “real”, “down-to-earth.” I'll bet he tells great stories, probably drinks the night away and wakes up without a hangover. Sterling-McLeod ignored John’s extended hand, but gestured inside.

      John walked through the archway and hung his jacket on the coatrack indicated by the professor, while fumbling his satchel off and over his shoulder. The little cloakroom had a projector and screen set up, and two chairs in front of it.

      The professor swore. “I don’t like this at all. Move that projector. These chairs, this won’t do. Get this fixed,” he ordered the young porter. Turning to John, he continued. “I don’t know, you give orders, you set expectations, and nothing ever gets done right. Know why we gave you this interview? Damned if I know either, but you were on the list. We really just need someone to teach the Roman East and maybe a bit of the Greek stuff. Thought you’d be taller, somehow. Nice letter, by the way.”

      “But—the job description—I was told—I thought you wanted someone who did digital archaeology—3d modeling and structure-from-motion photography that sort of thing? That was a big part of my whole thesis, speculative reconstruction from photography. Er. That’s what I thought you wanted.”

      Sterling-McLeod looked down at his watch, pulled out his phone and checked the screen. “You should be able to teach whatever is needed, if you’re any good. Digital fancy stuff is just a fad, not scholarship. We’re doing your job talk right here. Stay put.”

      He strode out of the room. John stood, perfectly still, in the middle of the room. The sweat on his body was cooling into an uncomfortable clammy layer of oh shit. He pulled out the notes for his job talk, shuffled through them rapidly. Nothing about the Roman east. He shuffled with increasing franticness. “….3d printing…Pedagogy…. Aura and authenticity and affect…”

      A hissed “what the hell Olivia…” escaped his teeth.

      Sterling-McLeod returned with what looked to be an undergraduate in tow, whom he’d presumably caught somewhere else in the college. The young porter returned with two chairs, indistinguishable from their brethren.

      “You need an audience. This is Edward. Now do whatever it is you’re going to do.” The student sat down on the newly-provided chair, theatrically with ill grace.

      John fumbled his memory stick into the laptop, pulled up his presentation (a mock lecture on the potential of using this new consumer grade 3d printing technology to complete Roman statuary in various speculative poses, complete with in-class exercises students could try with cheap digital cameras) and tried to settle in. The laptop had the wrong version of PowerPoint on it. The embedded videos didn’t play. The disgruntled undergraduate refused to speak up when John tried to do his example classroom exercises requiring audience participation.

      Three separate mobiles went off four separate times; Sterling-McLeod actually answered his.

      “What? No. No. I'm with a job candidate. Yes. That's right—no, not very. Yes. Yes, I’ll see what I can do. Right.”

      In the darkness of the room, the light from the projector wasn’t the only source of illumination. John could see that Edward the Undergrad was now flipping through social media of some kind. Time to swing for the bleachers. Maybe this could still be saved. Great teaching, right? Right!

      “In this next exercise, I encourage students to think through what ‘aura’ means. Walter Benjamin in his ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’ says that copies don’t have the same aura as the originals, that reproductions simply can’t offer anything of value. We’ll put this to the test by making a 3d copy of an object in a local museum. Then, we arrange with the museum to put our copy on display, either alone, or with the original, and we study people’s reactions to see⁠—”

      It was a miss.

      “What? What?!” Sterling-McLeod looked up from his phone. “You teach students to make forgeries?” Edward took his feet off the back of the chair, suddenly interested.

      “N—No. Reproductions! To understand the ontological meanings of…”

      “Can’t go worrying about ontology man, this is Roman archaeology! Why you’re not teaching archaeology, you’re teaching how to be a criminal!”

      He grunted in a satisfied manner, John safely put in his place. He continued, “Time for the interview anyway.”

      “Pardon? what? I thought I had an hour?”

      “Ah you Americans, sticklers for the rules. No, it’s really just to get a sample of your style. At any rate, you didn’t talk about the Roman East like I directed you. Come, this way, everyone’s ready and Edward needs to get home to watch the cricket.”

      “Canadian,” said John, under his breath.

      “Same thing,” said Edward the Undergraduate as he grabbed his bag and fled the room.

      John followed Sterling-McLeod into the wood panelled hallway. This part of the college was clearly not meant for visitors. At least the bad light hid the growing sweat stains from John’s stress and nervousness, though he was certain that he was beginning to pong. The professor opened a door and they emerged into what John first took to be a ballroom. It was bright and airy, with a crystal chandelier in the center of the room. French doors along the long side looked out over a quadrangle lawn. 

      There was a chair in the center of the room. In the distance along the short side of the room a table had been set up. There were three people sitting there, including a chair for Sterling-McLeod who left John standing in the corner they’d entered from. In front of each person was a carafe of coffee.

      “Have a coffee,” called the woman at the end of the table.

      John walked over, conscious of hunching his shoulders forward, conscious of his slightly unsteady hands—such a long walk, everyone studying him—and tried to pour himself a cup.

      As he brought it to his lips he finally became aware of the heat seeping through the thin paper. His hand jerked, spilling coffee down the front of his pants.

      “Oh Christ.” His wet pants, the hot liquid settling through to his shorts underneath, forced John to adopt a kind of crouch to keep the fabric from touching his skin. “Um, ow, are there any napkins?”

      “Oh, that is too bad, no, no we never considered they would be necessary,” replied the woman.

      An exaggerated sigh from Sterling-McLeod escaped his lips as he stood up, pulling a handkerchief from his own briefcase. John reached for it gratefully but nudged the carafe. Both John and Sterling-McLeod grabbed for it, fumbling, cries of “oh shit” from John and “bollox” from Sterling-McLeod as four hands fought to control carafe, satchel, briefcase, and handkerchief. Everything tumbled to the floor except for the carafe, which John held triumphantly like a sports hero hoisting the Cup. Then he looked down. 

      “Oh shit oh shit oh shit oh shit…”

      He plunked the carafe down on the table then tried to gather his papers and belongings into his satchel as Sterling-McLeod bent down to do the same. To the watchers at the table, it appeared that they were bowing to one another, like combatants exchanging formalities before a Judo match who were standing just a little bit too close together. Their heads collided. Four hands fumbling, sotto-voce cursing, mobiles retrieved, both men engaged in a war of attrition as they fought for territory. Sterling-McLeod mostly won.

      “Umm. Thank you for the handkerchief.”

      John stood, turned his back and tried to mop himself dry. The room was completely silent, aside from the rubbing of fabric against fabric and the sharp little hisses John made when the coffee reached his skin. Then, he returned the soiled cloth to Sterling McLeod with as much dignity as he could muster.

      John crouch-walked over to the chair in the middle of the room. He shifted his body into the chair taking care to keep the fabric from burning his nethers any worse than they already were.

      Sterling-McLeod winced as he rubbed his head.

      “If you’re quite ready, let’s get this over with.”

      His voice took on a formal tone. “This is the interview panel for the teaching associate position in East Roman History and Archaeology. On the panel we have Professor Brenda McCuaig-Jones,  Dr. Trevor Collinsworth, Dr. Robert Garlow, and of course, myself. I've already endured your ‘teaching’ demonstration, now we’re going to ask you some questions, see how well you fit. Brenda, will you lead us off?”

      Professor McCuaig-Jones looked up from her notebook. John could tell that his lack of coffee grace had not amused the professor. He tried to concentrate, but despite the amount of time he’d spent in England her accent (Welsh? Arse of Scotland? Posh? Lake Country? Bandsaw?) was largely impenetrable. He caught “Roman East”, “Jerash”, “urban systems” as they sailed past. Then she stopped, looking at him expectantly.

      “Um, if I can summarize, I think I could frame your question as being about the intersection of my digital archaeology praxis with current trends in the archaeology of Jerash….?”

      She threw up her hands. “That is not what I asked at all. I said…”

      Collinsworth stared out the window. Garlow fiddled with his phone. Oddly, only Sterling-McLeod, peering over his steepled fingers, seemed to be paying any attention. John tried again...

      ...and later happened. 

      John was back outside the door, staring at the wood, replaying the last hour in his mind. Sterling-McLeod hadn’t even ushered him out. After thirty minutes of questions, none of which had anything to do with digital archaeology, they’d said “You should get an email from our administrative assistant in two to six weeks. Please don’t email her until after that time has passed.” Not even a “thank you for coming”. They’d pointed to the door back through the hallway he’d entered, and then they’d all stood up and walked out the formal doors in the front of the room. “How’s your head, Christopher?” said Brenda. John had crabwalked his way, alone, through the service corridor.

      Outside, he just stood, looking up at the wall, flexing his hands back and forth. Just quietly standing, his mind blank. 

      An advertising van drove by the entrance to the lane. Emblazoned across the side was “In the UK illegally? Go home or face arrest.” There was a toll-free number to report “illegals.”

      John made a bitter laugh. It was over. It was all over. He walked the streets aimlessly for some time, staring blankly at the ground. He’d chased it as far as it would go, and there was nothing there. Nothing but deportation. Or possibly prison, according to the van. Or possibly both. Certainly, humiliation with an extra serving of told-you-so from his family.

      “Thank fucking you fucking Olivia fucking Angelesey.”

      
      What a bloody long day. Professor Christopher Sterling-McLeod, Professor of East Roman Archaeology, television personality and raconteur, sat down at his desk by the fire and rubbed his face. His head ached.

      When you imagine an established professor, you might come up with a figure such as Professor Christopher Sterling-McLeod. In your mind’s eye you might see the old oak desk; the bookshelves lined with books he himself had written, with titles like “Elgin’s Great Gift”, and “The Elgin Marbles: Keystones of British History”. You might picture the deep plush carpet; the decanter of brandy; the photographs of the professor in hood and gown in a Gothic arch; the photographs of dry and dusty ruins and the professor staring manfully into the distance. He wouldn’t think that you’d get the right image though if you pictured just plain “Chris McLeod” living in the council flat of his youth.

      He’d found that one could drive quite a long ways down the road to success with the right image, the right accoutrements. The addition of a simple hyphen between his middle and last names had taken him out of the North of England to the Home Counties. The rest of the way had come through a combination of rudeness masked as “plain dealing”, and the fortunate labour of those beneath him on the ladder. He’d reached the top rung and now was surveying the landscape for further honours or fame.

      He’d noticed in particular how Sir Ronald Piers-Stanley had made the leap to the next level. Ronnie Stanley had made his money in sorting out plugged sewers and toilets. He’d actually patented a method for removing fatbergs from sewer lines. “People shit gold!” he’d often laugh. Ronnie had gone to school with simple Chris McLeod, years ago. Ronnie had made a pile of money and then donated tonnes of the stuff to both Labour and the Tories. He’d get on TV too and say horrible things about immigrants and how they were stealing all the good British jobs, like sewer cleaning, how he couldn’t find anyone but Poles who’d be willing to do the work, it was shameful, it really was, how he’d had to employ them, look at them taking away good hard honest British labour. He’d paid a lot of money to have his wife remade to look twenty years younger. They were never out of the tabloids. And now he was Sir Ronald Piers-Stanley. Sir Ronald Piss.

      For Professor Christopher Sterling-McLeod, Professor of East Roman Archaeology, television personality and raconteur, this could not be allowed to stand. People were often surprised to know that despite academic success, there wasn’t a lot of money in academia. Keeping up appearances, paying divorce settlements, shushing up grad students, hair treatments, that sort of thing… it all took funds he didn’t really have readily to hand. Earlier that day he’d gotten a call about next year’s Honours List. There’d been a few calls like this.

      “I’m dangerously overextended as it is,” he’d say.

      They would say something like, “The project will be announced in a few months. A few thousand quid more, and the whole thing will be over the goal-line. Your support would of course be gratefully received. The Home Secretary has taken a personal interest.”

      And that was the carrot, right there.

      Could he just see his way to helping the government cause a little more, just a little bit more money to support a cultural project (some kind of housing scheme with an attached art museum wasn’t it? The “arts hub”? Something odd like that) in some run down town centre in a key riding…  A figure was suggested and it was more than he could afford just at the moment. “A few thousand quid”. Ha. It was a rather large figure. It used to be easier to make these arrangements, but now, thank you Mr. Blair, there were so many more layers, so many more complications. But he wanted that honour. Needed it. Craved it. He could taste it.

      “Sir Christopher”. Yes.

      It’s how he greeted his reflection every morning. He’d needed to deal with the call and what it represented right then, maybe haggle them down, but couldn’t because of that horrible interview. How’d that fellow even get selected? He’d asked Olivia to vet candidates, much too busy, must write that tv script donchaknow, how’s that coming along anyway?

      Olivia had been a real find. Worked hard, nice looking the way he liked them, tall and willowy, seemed happy splitting her time between that part-time museum job or volunteering or whatever it was (“you’re working for free? Haw!” he’d said to her) and handling his materials. He knew people whispered about him and her, and he didn’t care. He played it up. If she’d let him, he’d give them something to whisper about! Oh yes. He’d tried it on at a Christmas do once and figured it was just a matter of time. Or alcohol. He looked forward to it.

      The various candidates’ research materials, printed out and collated for him by Olivia, were scattered across the baize inlay of his desk. An impatient swipe of his arm knocked most of them into his wastepaper basket. He opened his laptop to check his email and was delighted to find Olivia’s latest research report waiting.

      The next book (“Our Legacy to the World: Why The Elgin Marbles Should Stay Here”, though the title needed work) was stuck. Olivia was behind schedule. She’d been spending months, in various archives around Europe, searching for the original copy of the ‘firman’, the permission from the Ottoman authorities for the removal of the Marbles in the first place. She’d found hints of its actual existence, during her abandoned—sorry, delayed, ha—PhD studies. Sterling-McLeod had spun this into an argument that it actually existed, that Britain had clear legal title. He had been teasing for years the firman’s imminent reveal.

      But they still didn’t really have anything. Until we do, he’d told her, you will have to remain an assistant. She hadn’t liked that, but her future was entirely in his hands.

      He carefully moved the mouse to ‘file’, then ‘print’, and then ‘ok’. He refused to read on the screen, and didn’t really trust anything was real until it was printed out.

      In 1802, Lord Elgin’s secretary William Hamilton loaded the first shipment of marbles from the Parthenon on board the Mentor, an American-built brig that Elgin had purchased for the purpose. As the boat rounded the island of Kythera, it foundered in a storm. Hamilton stayed on Kythera for the following two years, paying sponge divers to free-dive onto the wreck and bring the fragments to the surface. According to Hamilton’s official diaries, all of the Parthenon marbles that had been loaded onto the Mentor were successfully recovered and shipped onward to Britain. However, a different story has recently surfaced. Folklorists working on a project to record oral traditions concerning Balkan sailing songs (see Sanderson 2007) recently discovered the existence of a song that was recorded on wax cylinders in 1923. The song seems to be about a sponge diver who dives into the sea only to find the beauty of the past which he collects to give to his beloved. However, she chooses the sensible gift of a competing suitor (a goat, as it happens).

      Sterling-McLeod looked up. A goat? Well, it was rural Gree—oh, the goat is a gift. He took a red pen to the paper, then continued reading.

      Broken-hearted he buries the treasure in a garden to put it back in the past. The spurned lover then dives into the sea and is never seen again. The connection to Kythera was only recently noticed, and the researchers wonder if there is might be a  folk memory of the sinking of the Mentor. I think this is most likely. I joined several private social media groups connected with the island and began crawling looking for relevant keywords. I found a series of posts using versions of the lyrics (showing that the song is still current), alongside photographs of what look to be pieces of worked marble, clearly Pentelic. The interlocutors do not specifically describe what is in the photos, but there seems to be a negotiation, and an indication of a darknet tor server.

      “Darknet. Hmph.”

      Then, as he read over the piece again,

      “Hmph. Tor.”

      It all sounded so Channel 5.

      Sterling-McLeod didn’t know what ‘darknet’ meant, really, other than that it was a place you could go to if you knew how, where foreigners bought drugs and sex slaves and sold all manner of stuff. Lots of money there, wasn’t there? He’d seen a Panorama report about it the other night. A collector might pay a lot of money to own a piece of the Marbles. Especially if perhaps there were new pieces now available. Ha, might be worth a trip to Kythera. He never really liked digging though. And where would you start? How do you find someone on the ‘darknet’?  Did you have to have a ‘tor’? Damned if he knew. Maybe you had to crawl there. And how would you even authenticate it even if you did find something?

      Sterling-McLeod dropped the report, and stared out the window.

      A lot of money to own a piece.

      A lot of money if the piece seemed authentic.

      A lot of money, to get that honour.

      He quickly dug through the waste bin and retrieved John’s application letter and studied the section on ‘pedagogy’.

      
      Consider this room above a pub. Once a month it hosts the local chapter of the local Green Party riding association. Sometimes it gets rented out for hen nights and other similar entertainments. Most of the time it sits empty. But on Thursdays, it hosts a continuing education general-interest class for senior citizens. The class isn’t very big. Right now, there are only six people signed up which is fortunate because that’s the minimum for it to run.

      Mr. Alfred Mullen is on his way there now. He is the most senior of the citizens in the class. He puts on his hat, takes his keys and carefully locks his door. He could probably walk the distance if his knees would let him (he would’ve walked the distance, back in the 80s, he used to walk to his shop every day) but instead he carefully reverses his old but well-cared-for Renault Fourgonette out of the parking space that somehow had been grandfathered (ha, he thought) with his terrace home. The home largely houses empty space, his wife having died decades ago, his son living his own busy life in Newcastle, his grandchildren off traveling to Australia.

      Patricia Stewart lives in a tidy suburban house. Traveling in to the class is not convenient in the least, but then Patricia also has lots of friends to call on as she goes. She typically leaves early in the day, and her route maps largely onto the homes and flats of her former college and university administrator colleagues. She only goes to the class, as she says, “to have a bit of a laugh and the men are nice too. Well, most of them.”

      David Allan was a builder, once. His home is immaculate. He fixes everything himself. He’d traveled to the US and saw how some people used plastic to keep their furniture pristine. He thinks this is an excellent idea and no-one has sat on the actual fabric of any piece of furniture in his house in years. His family largely ignores him except when something is broken.

      Matthew Aldwin came to Britain as part of the Windrush generation. He’s done all of the jobs that new immigrants do, and none of the things that he once studied and hoped to achieve. He even did a spell in the military, as a young man, but injury had invalided him out. He moves slowly as a result, but it comes across as dignified.

      Richard Thomas Cummings is a little Englisher, to judge by every comment he makes. He is a man of firm opinions.

      It’s not a large room where they meet, but it’s been nice. Dependable. There’s always space for one more. ⁠3

      
      A few months ago, Nancy Armitage was bored and lonely. She had admitted as much to herself, but she wasn’t sure what to do about it. Roley had always created excitement enough for them both. Well, for him, and she had always been happy that he was happy. Mostly.

      She sat at the low bench that served as breakfast table and room divider in her little one bedroom flat, nursing a cup of tea, going through the flyers and morning post. There was a pendulum clock, too big, on the wall beside a faded framed photograph of a middle-aged couple wearing flowers, with ‘Opa!’ worked into the frame’s edge. Behind her there was a sofa and an old tv. There was a book on the settee, a well-thumbed and broken-spined thriller about an ancient conspiracy. She had picked that up from the table outside the library on the day they culled their collection. Every time she tried to read it, she couldn’t get beyond the prologue. “Rubbish”, she’d say, and throw it down. Beyond that there was a window with nicotine beige curtains that may once have been white. An end table carried a small bronze urn.

      The refrigerator hummed and knocked a bit. Otherwise, the room was silent but for the tick of the clock and the occasional shuffling of a page as Nancy methodically worked through the flyers.

      Her little list of the various specials made, she binned the flyers then pulled her coat off its hook by the door and unfolded her little shopping trolley. If you shopped towards the end of the day, you could make the pence stretch a little further by buying the things about to go off.

      She made her way along the various shops, carefully balancing her list against the rapidly draining money in her purse. It was raining, grey and misty. She was standing at the corner, weighing her last few desires, when a shadow passed in front of her.

      “Hello grandma. What’s that you’ve got there?”

      He was short and thin and acne ridden, with stiff black hair and hard black eyes.

      “Nothing for you. Now excuse me.” She stepped forward as briskly as she could.

      “No, it’s my birthday. I think you’ve got my birthday gift there.” He reached down for the purse. Nancy knew better, but she held on tightly and began to yell. He gave her a shove and she slipped, hitting her shoulder on the corner of
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