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Everyone, real or invented,
deserves the open destiny of life.
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    There are so many things that you don’t know about me now. For instance. Some neighbouring cat has been bringing me birds, dead or dying, for several days. When I got back from Athens there were six mangled dead birds, and various other dead things, waiting in the garden for me among the newly opening flowers; for several weeks now I have been unlocking the back door and finding the corpse of a bird or what’s left of a bird. Or if there is nothing at the back door and I go down the path thinking to sun myself on the patch of lawn, chances are the lawn will be a mess of feathers, feathers and gashed bird.

For instance, I open the door to go into the garden this morning and there is another bird on the mat. This one is alive. It is on its back with its wings tucked in and its feet in the air, pretending to be dead, but its whole body shudders every time its heart gives a beat.

Whichever cat it is is clearly deeply in love with me or my territory; not just birds but slugs and worms are dragged and mauled over my turf; I’ve found the chewed-to-spokes wingframes of what seem to have once been late spring butterflies, and even, halfway up the path one day, a slice of bread, the end-slice of a Hovis. I suppose this could have been a gift from something other than a cat, could have fallen out of a beak out of the sky into my garden, or out of an aeroplane, though the logic of that would be more complicated. I am naive, I know; it still amazes me when I think of the waste products of humans atomizing instantly as they’re shot out of thousands of aeroplanes into the sky, nervy flying people’s shit and urine exploding unseen above us into particles so tiny they almost don’t exist, floating down towards us through all the clouds of all the heavens round all the world. On the aeroplane on the way back, again for instance, the toilet I went to flushed itself with such ferocity that quite a lot of air was sucked out of the small cabin with it; it could have been frightening. I wasn’t frightened, I wasn’t frightened on any of the flights, since you are only frightened of losing something if you’ve got something to lose. Not you: one. One is only frightened, etc.

I went to Greece for a holiday, for fun. It was a good idea. I went by myself, a present to myself. When I sat on the waterfront on the first day of my week there, barely ten minutes into my stay in the small town, my luggage round my feet and too many clothes on for the heat, with the noise behind me, the men calling at tourists in the more probable languages trying to get them to come and eat at their restaurants, I saw the writing painted all along the wall out to the lighthouse, some Greek words I couldn’t understand and then the English words, love, and you.

I got back on Tuesday, late. On Wednesday I cleaned up the garden, collecting the dead birds on the blade of the spade and balancing them out ahead of me and into the dustbin. On Thursday I found another, a blue tit, a young one, left for me under a bush. I picked it up using a plastic bag, turning the bag inside out so I could get the bird inside it without having to touch it. It was new dead, only just dead, and waves of heat came off the bag into both my hands in the cold; it was quite a cold day, it had been raining and I’d been surprised by how very light and perfected a thing the dead bird was, lying there in the rubble that gathers under a bush, the aimless stones and clayey ground, and how finished, curled and empty it was, its colours so brilliant and its claws already folded and useless.

It’s Friday today. Today’s bird, still breathing at my feet, is a fledgling thrush; it’s so young its feathers haven’t settled yet, fluffed and awkward. I slide my hand into the gardening glove and pick it up as carefully as I can because I know, shock can kill a life. Its heartbeat quickens. Its eye watches me from inside the curve of the canvas glove, it watches me all the way into the house, through the hall and up the stairs. I open the window with one hand and inch my other hand out of the glove, leave the bird on the glove out of the sun on the edge of the window sill where no cats will be able to get at it. I stroke its back with a finger to soothe it. There are parent thrushes calling somewhere overhead; I can’t see them but I recognize the noise, the panicked call for the loss, and know that they’ve been calling for well over an hour, that I heard that same call when I was lying in bed just wakened.

In the back garden half an hour later I can’t stop thinking about the bird. It might be dead by now. But as far as I know it’s all right, it is still alive at the front of the house on the sill, maybe twitching a leg or trying first tentative moves with its wings or bending its head round and opening a beak, soundless, to the sky where its parents are, where they’re calling, I can hear them, and I have no way of telling them where it is.

It has a fifty–fifty chance, unless its back is broken. I haven’t seen any blood or any obvious puncture marks. Then I come out in a cold sweat. I hope to God its back isn’t broken. I touched it on the back. Perhaps I gave it pain. Perhaps I hurt it even more than it was already hurt.

Beyond the scraping call of the thrushes there is other insistent cheerful birdsong draping itself above the gardens, lacing itself in and out of the trees. The first girl I ever fell in love with put a bird in my bed. She did, yes, she did. That’s something I’d forgotten and remembering it so suddenly makes me laugh out loud. She was a sweet love, a sweet lover, my first. I was her first too. Now when I think of her it can be with almost no regrets, with hardly a twinge of discomfort, with positive nostalgia, and it was a stuffed bird she put in my bed, I remember; it was supposed to be a joke. Her father collected them from auction rooms and taxidermists, stuffed owls and terns and things, and one night, the night before an important exam I had to sit, she came to see me for half an hour to wish me luck, left at ten o’clock, and when I went to bed four hours later with my head full of barely memorized formulae I found it tucked in under the covers with its head on my pillow and its pedestal jutting up through the bedclothes.

I’m laughing. I was angry and disgusted. I picked it up between two textbooks and held it at arm’s length, carried it through and left it standing (like I suppose it still is standing somewhere, with its chest puffed out and its eyes glued into its head, with one leg fixed in place in front of the other and both feet stuck to the fake rock on the pedestal) on the floor of the shared kitchen of the hall of residence, and I went back to my room and changed the sheets swearing under my breath at two in the morning. I imagine my horrified face as I changed the sheets. I’m laughing so much now that one of the neighbours twitches her upstairs curtain, looking to see what the noise is. I’m laughing in my garden by myself for no reason on a Friday morning at half-past ten when people don’t normally sit out in their gardens, when all normal people are somewhere at work.

I pretend I haven’t seen her. I am doing something. I am reading a book. I am reading up about some of the places I importantly went to last week. I look down past the page and see that a greenfly has drowned in my coffee. I lift it out. Near my feet a bee is crawling on the ground under the bush where I found the dead bird yesterday, examining the fallen leaves for anything good to take. It’s warm today, close. There are wakened insects everywhere. There are spiders running through the grass and in and out of cracks in the wall. A long blue something, like a blue-coloured stick, is holding on with its front legs to the end of a dead stalk. I wonder if it is a dragonfly. Out of the corner of my eye I notice a rosebush over there bristled with greenfly, as if the greenfly are growing on it like very small green fruits and the bush is thriving with them. I should spray them. Soapy water will do it.

Parthenon means virgin’s apartment. I went there on Monday. There were tourists queuing up and taking photographs of each other in front of ancient things. I overheard a good-looking girl say in an American accent, this is what dying will be like, this is what arriving in heaven will be like, and I thought, she’s right, hundreds and hundreds of people of all these ages and nationalities arriving together and queuing up and standing around looking at things, and some will be wearing cagoules, and some will be taking photos of their friends, and some will be drawing heaven in their sketchbooks, and some will be sitting down eating their packed lunches.

I had my lunch in a place called Dionysos’s Restaurant, at the foot of the Acropolis. It’s in the guidebook. Try Dionysos’s Restaurant, at the foot of the Acropolis – it may not be cheap, but you’ll eat in style, and what’s more, with the most important remains of ancient civilisation as your personal view. It’s quite a good book, this guidebook. It tells you all sorts of things, like how not to get ripped off by taxi drivers, and how the real Caryatids are in the museum and the women holding up that building with their heads aren’t the originals. It’s got incidental things in specially highlighted paragraphs about the Greek gods, and about archaeology, things like how clay bulls would be substituted for real bulls when people couldn’t afford a real bull for sacrifice and had to kill something lesser. How the clay statues of goddesses, their arms out in blessing or cupped in hopeful fruitfulness, and jewellery, valuables, pictures, portraits, cups and trinkets, would be buried with the dead, and the dead would have coins in their mouths, placed on their tongues, to pay their passage to the underworld. I saw rows and rows of those tongue coins in one of the museums. I wonder now whether those particular dead people won’t have had their passage paid, will still be standing blank-eyed at one side of the river waiting for a boat that never comes, since their coins are in museums now and not in their mouths any more.

In Chania most of the old town is still war-damaged, though it’s hard to tell which war. There are posh jewellery shops, coiffure shops, supermarkets and cafés all on the ground floors of buildings that are open ruins upstairs. Thin cats run wild up and down and through the crumbling houses that have no roofs; grass and flowers grow on the ledges of windows that reveal their insides as nothing but sky. For instance one evening I ate on the stylish upper floor of a ruin, three floors of which were decked out with tables and chairs. The waiter liked my sunglasses. He kept trying them on and going off to show his friends, the other waiters, what he looked like. Above our heads, infinity; swallows screeching, diving low then high in spacious dangerous figures of eight.

I am Adonis, the waiter said, sitting down at my table after he’d finished bringing me things to eat. It was late, it was dark; there was hardly anybody else in the restaurant. He had brought free brandy, had put it down with a flourish on the table and slid himself into the seat opposite.

No, he said, it is not funny, it is true, it is my real name. You are sad. I will help you. We are friends. This is for you. It is five stars. Your glasses, I like them. When you get back to England, you will send me glasses like these.

He was small and tanned, handsome and weasly at the same time, and he filled my brandy glass five times to try and get my sunglasses, but I kept them. I went home with the cook in the end; she and I had been watching each other over the steaming grill all evening. She was short and dark and pretty, and greasy from work, and neither of us spoke a language the other could understand; when I swayed my way down the rough stones that were once the staircase of a house, Adonis behind me calling me to come back and sit down, she was waiting for me wordlessly at the foot of them. I have no idea how we made it through the blur of backstreets to my apartment with its smell of damp animal fur, but we did, and I think we made love, I’m pretty sure we did, though what I remember more clearly is that I was sick afterwards in the sink, and in the morning I woke up and Elena (I think that was her name) was scooping grease, bits of meat, little bits of rice, what was left of my insides, out of the sink into the toothbrush glass and pouring it into a carrier bag.

I apologized and she understood and smiled and said something, turning back to the sink. I could hear the church bell beyond the shutters, ringing, six. When she’d finished she tied a knot in the top of the carrier bag and left it by the pipes underneath, washed her hands in the clean sink, dried them on my towel and then she left. The sun was up. I went back to
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