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I have hidden something in the inner chamber

And sealed the lid of the sarcophagus

And levered a granite boulder against the door

And the debris has covered it so perfectly

That though you walk over it daily you never suspect.

ANTHONY THWAITE

The power of hiding ourselves from one another is mercifully given, for men are wild beasts, and would devour one another but for this protection.

HENRY WARD BEECHER

Every thing secret degenerates.

JOHN DALBERG-ACTON
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I

Notes Towards a Thesis









It has been said that history is written by the victors. The truism is false in one case. The Spartans were once masters of all they surveyed, prevailing over Greece through fear and war, yet did not trust their prevalence to writing.

The written word is unselfish. It gives up its secrets readily: it speaks to friend and foe alike. For this reason the Spartans entrusted few things to its care. They were a secretive people. They wrote little plainly, and little even of that little has survived. The Spartan writings that have come down to us–Alcman’s joyful Maiden Songs, Lysander’s vainglorious inscriptions–are not the missing pieces of the puzzle so much as the only pieces left of a puzzle which is itself missing, so that the nature of the puzzle–the nature of Sparta–has itself become a riddle.

It is hazardous to assume almost anything of such a reticent people. It might be assumed (for example) that our uncertainty would satisfy the Spartans, but there is no certainty even in this. That they have left no explanations for the world would not concern them unduly, since they had scant concern for the opinions of the world. That they would be judged not by their words but by their actions might have seemed to them fitting, since they were a people who did much but said little. And that their own history should be based on little more than guesswork, such as these guesses of my own–that their secrets should still hold, two and a half thousand years on–that might also have pleased them.

Would it please them to be remembered at all? Those who dealt with them describe a proud people. No one likes to be forgotten. But the curiosity of history is a relentless thing, and the importance of Sparta is such that the good historian cannot pass it by. What remains is endlessly scoured for the gold of the truth. The motives of the generals and kings are examined and re-examined, doubted and picked apart. The rare achievements of archaeology are magnified in importance, sometimes beyond their due. And the known actions of the Spartans assume the prominence of legends, so that the mythology of the city has come to have more influence than its archaeology may ever possess.

For example, there is the legend of the Battle of Thermopylae. It goes like this.

Four hundred and eighty years before Christ, the Persians set out to conquer Greece. Their army was as vast as their empire itself, which stretched from the Nile to the Indus. So inevitable was their victory that the Great King Xerxes travelled with his people to see his conquests with his own eyes. So overwhelming was his power that much of Hellas made peace before the Great King reached Greek lands, offering him earth and water, the Persian tokens of submission.

Those who resisted were led by the Spartans. Few, though, were willing to speak of war against the empire, and fewer to back up words with men. The Persians had reached as far south as the pass of Thermopylae, two hundred miles from Sparta, before any Hellene stood against them.

Thermopylae: The Hot Gates. The pass was named after its springs–which were volcanic and sulphurous–and after its three narrows; its gates. It was a low road, overhung with cliffs to the south and overlooking the sea to the north. Inland there were only interminable mountains, high forest and crags, land good for goats and not much else. At its gates the pass was no more than fifty feet across. The Persians could have found other ways south if they had wished to seek them. But they did not wish. They did not need to wish. They chose to go through Thermopylae, where their enemies had gathered.

Xerxes’ enemies were commanded by Leonidas, King of the Spartans. He led five thousand two hundred Greeks. Among them were three hundred Equals, the men of Sparta, who spent their lives in nothing but the practice and execution of war.

They faced three hundred thousand Persians. Across the Hellespont, and westwards, the Great King had brought an even greater force: in his vanguard’s wake came an army of eight hundred thousand. Xerxes felt no need to bring his full million to bear against the few at Thermopylae. With him were his Immortals, after all, the finest ten thousand soldiers of the empire.

Xerxes was merciful. For three days the Great King waited for the Greeks to give up the pass. But they did not do so. His scouts informed him that the foreigners were rebuilding an old wall that spanned one gate. Against such odds, the Hellenes meant to make a stand at Thermopylae. And there was something else, even more bewildering. Among the Greeks were men in red cloaks. These men were not even readying themselves for battle, as the others were. They were performing exercises. They were seen to be combing their hair. The informers of the Great King told him that these were the Spartans. By making their heads beautiful, the informers said, the Spartans were preparing themselves to die.

When he heard this, the Great King ordered his army on. His pavilion was pitched on the highlands above Thermopylae. There he sat to witness the demise of his enemies.

The Battle of Thermopylae lasted three days. On the first morning the Great King sent out his Medes and Cissians. His orders were that the Greeks be taken alive: but the Greeks drove back the Persians. In the afternoon the Great King withdrew his common troops and sent forward his Immortals. They too were repulsed. Three times the Great King was seen to leap from his chair as he watched. As night fell the Greeks still held their wall.

The second day began as the first had ended. The Great King sat and watched his men die. The Hot Gates were a killing ground. In their narrows the Persians could not bring their numbers to bear. Their archers carried bows as long as they themselves were tall, but when they came up the Greeks lay low behind their makeshift wall. The Persian infantry were deft, but their spears were over-reached by those of the Hellenes. Sometimes the men in red cloaks would take their turn in the fighting. Sometimes their lines would seem to break, their men scattering away in the terror of battle only to suddenly reform, their shields coming together with a sound like a rolling of drums, the onrushing Persians impaled on their spears.

It was the season of summer storms. The days were hot, unbearably close. At night the moon shone near full through the rain. The Persians were far from home. The mud matted their skin and hair. Their eyes stared white from their darkened faces. The air smelled of urine and brimstone and ozone.

On the afternoon of the second day a local man was brought before the Great King. He knew, he said, of a path through the mountains. If the Great King so wished, he could send men along the path to the far end of Thermopylae. The Greeks would be trapped like quail in a net.

At nightfall on the second day, at the hour when the lamps are lit, the Great King ordered his Immortals to take the mountain path. Leonidas had known of the path and, fearing its discovery, had put a thousand men to guard it. They could not stand against ten times their number. They fell back through the forests, sending word to the allies that Thermopylae was lost.

Leonidas dismissed all those who wished to go home. Most wanted no more than that, and left under cover of darkness before the enemy could surround them. But the Spartans did not abandon the pass. Nor did they remain alone. Fourteen hundred Greeks stayed to fight under the Spartan king.

As dawn broke on the third day the Persians came down again from the west. The Greeks had been fighting for some time when the Immortals were sighted to the east. With nowhere left to shelter, the Greeks drew back to a small rise. Most of their spears were already broken. They fought until their swords were clubbed out of their hands. King Leonidas fell dying. They dragged his body back three times. They fought with their daggers, hands, and teeth. The barbarians buried them in missiles. They were massacred to the last man.

When the battle was over Xerxes ordered a search of the carnage. He wanted the body of the Spartan king. When it was recovered he had it mutilated. The head of Leonidas was cut off and put up on a pole. Unburied in such a way, his soul would never pass on to the world of the dead. Then the Great King went on with his armies, his eighty thousand horsemen, his twenty thousand charioteers, into the heartlands of Greece.

The battle for which Sparta is best remembered is not a grand victory, but a splendid defeat. It is one of the earliest illustrations of the potency of martyrdom. As the story of the sacrifice at Thermopylae spread, the Greeks took heart. Few sent new envoys to Xerxes with earth and water. Instead the Hellenes drew together. The invasion went on, and was terrible–Athens was razed to the ground–but in the same year that Thermopylae fell the Persian navy was destroyed, and one year after the death of Leonidas the Greek armies that remained met under the leadership of the Spartans. At the Battle of Plataea they faced the Persians together, and obliterated them.

 

Thermopylae. It is a good story. But it is only a story. Did five thousand men stand for three days against three hundred thousand? Did the Great King start three times from his seat? Did the Spartans drive back the Persians three times from the body of their fallen king? There is truth in all this somewhere, but it is remote. The chronicler of Thermopylae, Herodotus of Halicarnassus, was as much a storyteller as a historian. His account bears all the hallmarks of fable. It does not give us the answers that history demands. Why did the Spartans choose to die so far from the home they cherished? Why would their own king give his life? What is the meaning, the political meaning, the human sense, of the inscription they left behind?


Go tell the Spartans, stranger passing by,

That here, obedient to their words, we lie.



The Sparta of Thermopylae comes down to us through a story, not a history. The good historian is a sceptic. He cannot be content with stories. As the audience to a story he must suspend his disbelief; but as the student of history it is belief he must suspend. In the story of Thermopylae, King Leonidas dies for the freedom of Greece. In history, no one comes off so clean. The pure and simple truth, it has been said, is rarely pure and never simple.

Would the Spartans be pleased to have become fictions? The Spartans of Herodotus are so fierce and inscrutable that they lose all human proportion; they become a single monolithic entity, fearless and hopeless: Sparta.


Herodotus leaves so many questions unanswered. But then the Spartans did not like to answer for their actions. They answered to no one. They knew the value of fiction. They would be content.

Transcript, public lecture,
 Cherwell Historical Society,
 Ben Mercer, Oxford, 2003








II

Metamorphosis







He left at night and arrived before morning.

It was February, and Athens was wet as any northern city. Those first days he revelled in the rain. He found a boarding house by the Hill of Wolves and walked up to the summit each day, his heart hammering at the gradient, the groves of wet cypress and pine soaking him when the wind caught them head on, the air under them awash with the smell of retsina.

And then, all at once, the weather began to weigh on him. It reminded him of Oxford and all that Oxford entailed. It became a burden of water he carried from place to place with his head bent, as if the rain chastened him.

 

He had told those he had left that there was work waiting for him. Three months of private college teaching. A lie to put their minds at rest, or to quell unwanted questions; it depended who he had been telling. Only Emine had not believed him.

As often as he could he lost himself in walking. The city did not embrace him. In Athens, in winter, there were too few tourists and not enough work for anyone. The papers were full of bad and worsening news. In Istanbul, the Great Eastern Raiders’ Front insisted on the privilege of having killed the British Consul-General. Contractors for the Athens Olympics were running eight months behind schedule and four times over budget, and who would pay in the end but the man in the street? Three boys had died on Symi celebrating a wedding with dynamite, the charges stolen from a road crew’s hut, the explosion leaving nothing behind, the bodies vaporised. A retired general had been kidnapped from his yacht at Laurium, the vessel found drifting like a ghost ship in a seaman’s tale. Anarchists had firebombed a ferry company in Piraeus, and the Association of Kiosk Vendors were threatening to strike over the licensing of Albanians, the concessions having always gone to disabled war veterans; and their popular cause, more than anything, soured the general mood. The city was neither welcoming nor unwelcoming, but unnoticing, with a gleaming, hurrying coldness that reminded him of the worst of England. He sat alone under the rafterless eaves of the temple of Athena Parthenos, rain dripping onto the steps, and remembered what he had left behind.

 

He needed work. He needed to be with others, working, and there was nothing. Already his money was short, but it was not the living he needed so much as the life. There was always that hurry in him. To be with someone; to be a part of something. He was not a man who was happy alone.

The boarding house manageress saved him the local jobs pages. He found two positions he might have filled, both menial by his standards, one in the harbour subcity of Piraeus and the other miles out in the industrial conurbations of Mégara; but both were taken when he telephoned, with no expectation of further vacancies.

The days were insubstantial, fast-changing, always threatened by rain, but with bursts of sunshine that lit up the avenues and squares with spells of sudden clarity, so that he would stop dead in a street of lock-up shops, or under the dusty orange trees, trying to understand how the place could have become glorious, even as the clouds moved on and the moment passed.

 

He dreamed of the women in his life. They were on the plane with him. Somehow–he did not know how or why–they had come away with him.

Emine was in the window seat, looking at the stars outside. Her eyes were not hers, were not human at all. They were wide and ferocious as those of a bird. Vanessa slept in her arms. He wanted it to be true, at first, despite that inhuman gaze, despite knowing in some fold of his brain that it was not. Then a wave of claustrophobia washed over him.

–You’re not here, he said to them. –You shouldn’t be with me. Go home. Go home!

But Emine only smiled and shook her head, and Nessie woke and began crying. Her lips were sewn together. The loose ends of the thread were crusted with old blood.

 

On Monday, as he tried to buy roast chestnuts in his antiquated Greek, two students from Corinth came to his aid. Over coffee and cigarettes they asked him about England, showed him pictures of London as they knew it–a college bar, a kebab shop hoarding dimmed by rain–and were eager to help when he mentioned employment.

On one of the girls’ jewel-like mobiles they called their uncle, the owner of a meat grill in the suburb of Metamorphosis. He agreed terms without a second thought: yes, he would wait tables and wash up (could he wash up? Yes, he thought he could) in exchange for tips and something on top, plus meals and a room. Could he cook a steak? All the better. It was Ben, was it? A good bible name. The clients were a little rough that winter, construction workers down from the North, he shouldn’t expect them to be a gold mine. At least they would find his Greek amusing, the uncle said, and with that settled he told Ben to put his pretty nieces on again.

The boarding house manageress was disappointed in him.

–Such hard work for soft hands, she said, leaning close across the counter, raising her pencilled brows, and he told her that it was good work, that it was nothing to be ashamed of.

By way of a parting gift she drew him a map on the back of an election flyer. An X marked the meat grill like buried treasure. He walked to Constitution Square and took the bus to Metamorphosis.

He had been to Athens before, twice to speak and once to dig, but had never ventured out to the suburbs. They seemed to be built entirely of postwar concrete and plate glass, as if the city were nothing but an invention of the twentieth century. The bus soon threatened to overheat, the driver getting out to hammer the hot bonnet open with his shoe while the passengers shifted and muttered. The windows were gummed shut with eluvium, and when they got going again the heat built up, pleasant at first, then uncomfortable and finally alarming, the metal frames of the seats too hot to touch. No one got out unless they had reached their destination. In Metamorphosis, it seemed, even a bus half on fire was better than no bus at all.

He disembarked when he recognised a street name from the map. There were few signs and he took his direction from the light. The shopfronts on each side were cavernous and contained nothing but pet stores and tractor showrooms. They were large enough to accommodate the orange and green chassis of the tractors, so large that the sounds of canaries and cockatiels echoed and multiplied, as if there were flocks of birds gone wild in the recesses of the buildings.

He crossed a public park, deserted in the rain but for a single black woman with Ghana braids who sat on a bench by a clock tower with her head in her hands. By the time he reached the restaurant he was an hour late and the owner, Mr Adamidis, scowled and bundled him out of sight before the customers could judge him.

The room upstairs smelled of men and cockroaches. On the wall by the door were a washbasin, a mirror and an Agricultural Bank of Greece calendar. A defunct deep-fat fryer stood in one corner. Four mattresses were laid out on the floor as far from one another as possible, their sheets in various stages of disorder, a suitcase beside one, a sports bag by another. On the mattress nearest the window a long-faced man lay smoking. He turned his head as Ben came in, then turned away without interest.

–Sleep where you like, Mr Adamidis said, his accent heavy, gesturing at both the man and the mattresses. –Any valuables, you can leave with me. Come down when you’re cleaned up. He looked Ben up and down. –You have anything valuable? Fine. You want a drink? Some water?

–No, I’m okay.


–Okay, well, that’s okay. I was only offering. I’ll see you downstairs in half an hour, right?

He ran his eye over Ben again, his hand on the door. He looked as though he regretted having listened to his nieces. The smell of meat and the sound of laughter drifted up in the moment before he closed the door behind him.

Only one mattress had no accompanying territory of belongings. He shucked off his rucksack, laid it down. The bedsheets looked clean, but the smells of sweat and insecticide contaminated everything.

How did I get here?

He had left England with almost no ambition beyond leaving. It had hardly mattered where he went, only that he put some space and time between himself and the life he had damaged beyond repair. Three months had been the most he could take off from his obligations, and Athens was somewhere he knew, a destination that would not seem untoward to his colleagues and friends.

And so now here he was, in Athens. The sweat was cooling on his back. He was shivering with the cold. The discomfort of the room was nothing to him, but now that he had come to a stop he found himself uneasy. It was unsettling that he should have stepped out of his old life and ended up so quickly here. In a room above a meat grill, in the backwoods of a foreign city.

It was as if he had gone wrong somewhere. As if, at some point, he had turned down the wrong road without ever realising it, so that now he headed on towards some dark and unexpected place.

–Is not so bad.

When he turned the man was watching him. He had spoken in English. He transferred his cigarette into his left hand and held the right outstretched.

–Kostandin.

–Ben.

–English, right?

–How do you know?

–You look English, Kostandin smiled. It was a good smile, crooked and wry. –And maybe the boss said.

–What’s he like?


–Like a boss. Sit, sit!

He motioned to Ben, drawing his legs out of the way, nudging his cigarettes across the sheets. His eyes were deepset, the skin darkly pigmented within the sockets.

–Most of the time is on vacation. When is here, he never trust no one. He nodded his chin towards Ben’s rucksack. –Not me, not you, not his wife. Only his son. Watch out for the son. Where I come from we say, Shake hands with a Greek, then count your fingers. With the boss you count them, with the boy you look for blood.

He nodded, awkwardly, searching for the right thing to say.

–How long have you been here?

–Too long. Two years. The pay is shit, the food is good, the room…as you see. Long hours. Is better when we are busy, then the time goes faster. But the boss is okay. The room is free.

He was still cold. His clothes were wet. The man’s tobacco lent him warmth.

–Where are you from?

–Albania.

–Apollonia is in Albania.

He was gratified when the man’s face softened, becoming unexpectedly tender, his features losing their mournfulness.

–Our beautiful city of the Romans. You been there?

–I read about it.

–Why?

–It’s what I do. Archaeology.

–Arkeologji, Kostandin repeated, and nodded. –Ruins, sure. We have plenty of ruins in Albania.

When his cigarette was finished Ben got up, fetched a towel from his pack and went to the washbasin. A sliver of green soap lay congealed between the taps. The water began to warm. He took off his shirt, scrubbed his face, hands and armpits, dried his hair, clothes and skin.

–Now you don’t do it. This archaeology.

–Not right now.

–So why you come here?

–I needed a place.

–But how come Greece?


–It’s my area. It’s the place I know best.

–Sure, in archaeology. But England is old country. Buckingham Palace, Windsor Palace. You do archaeology in England. Is better.

He rescued the soap from the plug, replaced it between the taps, rinsed its grease from his hands. The agricultural calendar was open to February. Under the picture, Auster Slaughterhouse Ltd, Kalamata was captioned in English and Greek. In the photo, an interminably bored young woman was severing a pig from snout to anus.

–Why not stay in England? the man insisted, and Ben shrugged, to delay, perhaps to postpone the need to answer, his hackles rising. –You going to do some archaeology here?

–No. Look, I told you, I just need somewhere to stay.

–What are you, then, a teacher? A student?

–Both.

–You look like a student. But students have their own places. Maybe you are kind of something else.

There was a cataclysm of pans from downstairs, the sound of voices briefly raised. Ben pulled on his shirt. –Maybe I’m something else like you.

–No. Kostandin’s own cigarette was finished. His arms lay across his upraised knees, his eyes motionless on Ben, his lean body folded away against the wall. –Not like me. Nothing like me. You are another kind of something else.

 

Archaeology. From the Greek arkhaiologia, meaning discourse on ancient things.

He didn’t think of it that way himself. The study of secrets: that was what it was to him. The way the past could be put back together, piece by piece, by force of ingenuity and rational intelligence. The way history could be bared.

The body in the gravepit and the notch in the skull; the meaning of its jewels and the method of its sacrifice; the pollen in the poison in the wineskin at its feet…it could all be discovered. Could be rediscovered. All things would answer, in the end, if you knew how to question them. If you were patient, if you listened, the earth itself would speak.

He remembered Nessie’s voice, the day that he had left her.

The dawn fog had begun to lift. The sky beyond had been a flawless grey, as if Oxford lay under a northern sea. He had stopped the car on Foyt’s square and turned off the engine, cautious as a stalker. The house had been visible through the pines. There had been lights on downstairs. Foyt’s car had still been in the drive.

He had meant to see her, one more time, but when it came to it he couldn’t face Foyt again. Instead he’d sat there like a coward and called up the number on his mobile. The streetlights had still been on, their circuits set to winter time, their heads ringed with lit fog. He had stared through the trees at the house while he waited.

The au pair had answered, a nondescript girl with a name he always forgot. Foyt had hired her himself through one of Oxford’s many language colleges.

–It’s Ben.

–Ben?

–Vanessa’s dad. Can I speak to her?

A voice in the background, the girl covering the mouthpiece. He had caught the sound of his own name and Foyt’s voice. Tell him…

Then the au pair had been talking again, Foyt leaving her to it. Delegating him.

–You can ring later? She has her breakfast now, and then we go to the nursery…

–Just for a minute. Or look, I’m just round the corner, I can come by–

–Now? No, now is not good.

Sunniva; that was the name. She had always looked sullen when he came for Ness, and she’d sounded sulky then, as if she had been waiting for a boyfriend to ring and picked up on a telemarketer.

–You can ring us at the nursery?

–What? No. Look, Sunniva–

–Sunniva.

–That’s what I said–

–You’re going away, yes? A holiday. Greece. Emine said so.

–It’s not a holiday.


–It will be nice for you.

He had closed his eyes. The anger had welled up in him, then, useless and hopeless. It did that so often now. It was as if his reserves of it had grown during the months of separation. It was as if there were a sea of it inside him, cold and tidal and unkind. It terrified him. He would grow angry so quickly, sometimes with total strangers, like Kostandin the Albanian, but more often with those he loved, with Emine most of all, so that however much he wanted to see her he no longer trusted himself with her. He would dream of such terrible things. Breaking open her skull, prising the fragments apart, to find out what there was left in there for him.

Only thoughts. He would never have touched her. But then he had already done so once, in his own needful way. Once had been more than enough for both of them.

–Hello?

The girl’s voice had changed. It had become prim and brisk, the tone she would use with a recalcitrant child.

–I’d like to speak to my daughter.

–We are late for the nursery, and she is not dressed yet.

–I don’t need her dressed, I just need–

–If you want you can speak to the professor.

–Oh, for Christ’s sake–

From somewhere in the distance, garbled by transmission, another voice had reached him; a falsetto bellowing. There had been a sigh, then the clunk of the phone; an altercation, coming closer; then, finally, heavy breathing.

–Daddy.

–Shrimp.

–My name’s not Shrimp.

–No? I’ve got the wrong number, then. Who is this?

–It’s me but my name’s not Shrimp.

A shadow at the kitchen window. He had watched the blind darken, his enemies looming up and away.

–What is it, then?

–You should know because you named me.

–Is it Nessie?

–Yes.


–Hello, Nessie.

All the anger had drained out of him in the time it took to say her name.

–Daddy, how old are you?

–How old? Oh, ancient. Why?

–Mark’s dad is fifty.

–Mark who?

–It was his birthday party we went to, silly!

–Right. Head like a sieve. Did you sleep well?

–Hm. We’re eating breakfast now. Me and Sinny. That’s what I call Sunniva now, Sinny, it’s a nickname, like Shrimp is a nickname, but better.

–You don’t sound like you’re eating.

–Not now. After and before. What’s so funny?

–Nothing. Mum said you wanted to talk. She said you wanted to ask me something?

–…I did, but I forgot.

–Oh well. Listen, I had a good time yesterday. How about you?

No answer. He had still heard her breathing, but her attention had gone elsewhere, drawing away. Already he had been losing her.

–Hello? Hello, Nessie. I want to speak to you. Hello? I want to speak to you. Nessie, he had said, trying to be calm; and suddenly she had been back again, louder and much closer than before, like a radio signal emerging through interference.

–Daddy, are you going away?

He had told her about it many times, ever since he had been certain of the necessity. She had never seemed to understand. He had almost regretted it, then, that she had grasped it at last. He had wondered who had explained it to her, or if the information had been there all along, dormant, waiting for acceptance.

–Are you?

–Yes. Yes. We said goodbye yesterday. Did you forget?

–We always say goodbye.

–Yesterday was different.

–I didn’t know.

–It’s just for a while. Is that alright?

–I don’t want you to.


–I have to.

–Why?

–For work.

Such a lie. Had it ever been a white lie? It had been so easy to lie to his child.

–Where are you going?

–A place called Athens.

–Athens is a stupid name.

–It’s just for a bit, love.

–When will you be back?

–In the summer.

–When’s the summer?

–You know that. After the spring.

–Is it spring now?

–Almost, he had said. –Almost spring.

No sound. A car had gone past through the grey, and then the square had been silent again.

–Nessie?

–Okay. You can go.

–I’ll be back before you know it.

–No you won’t. I’m going now.

–Wait–

–I’ve got to go. We’re very busy here.

–Nessie?

But his child had gone, and it had been only the girl he would soon forget who had came back to the phone to say goodbye.

 

There were nine of them at the grill. Lowest in rank were Modest and Florent, Albanian brothers arrived that winter from just over the border. Less junior by virtue of culinary skill and age were Kostandin and Ben. Some weekends Mrs Adamidis’s nieces would help out with the waiting for pocket money. Adamidis and his wife oversaw them all, and had worked the restaurant together for thirty-eight years. But the pinnacle, the top of the grilled meat food chain, was their son, Nikos.


Kostandin had earned more trust from Adamidis than he liked to admit: to do so would flatter the Greek too much. Often the owners would be away, on business or pleasure, and then Kostandin would be entrusted with the role of front-of-house man, not only cooking but hurrying out to greet and entertain, sometimes distributing largesse, the sparse courtesy of a glass of three-star brandy where it would bear fruit later. In any case, whether Adamidis was there or not, the kitchen work and much of the waiting were left to Ben and the Albanians.

Every day it opened the restaurant was busy. It filled up for the lunchtime main meal and filled again late in the evening, when the midday crowd of construction workers would be interspersed with couples in search of corner tables, hangdog travelling businessmen who smoked as they ate alone, students from the local college, and the occasional family, complete with children for Adamidis to dote on and spoil with spoon sweets and Pepsis. Few foreigners came to Metamorphosis, but the meat grill had no need of them.

The work was relentless. He had taken the job as a temporary thing, a stopgap, but it did not feel that way. By the end of the first night scars and burns had already begun to mark his hands and forearms. The burns crawled with pain, as if there were something lodged and living under the welted skin. In the days that followed the wounds healed slowly and imperfectly. There was a permanence to them that was disturbing.

There was the smell, too. From almost the first moment he set foot in the place its odours crept into the fabrics of his clothes and self–ammonia, cooked meat, raw meat–so that even on his mornings off, when he read or walked in the park, the impression of hunger clung to the edges of his consciousness.

He was not always unhappy. It was hard work for soft hands, but he knew he could survive it. He knew enough about shame not to be ashamed of it. When he contemplated the endless appetite of the customers, the food that came back to the kitchen as waste, the place disgusted him, and away from it, too, he loathed the mindlessness of the work. But it was sometimes different when he was there. The shifts were backbreaking, yet there was a rhythm to them which he found himself caught up in when he considered it least, a pattern of tasks which gathered up all his attention, a dancer’s understanding of those around him, a pack mentality, so that he would look up from turning meat, giving orders, taking orders, to find to his astonishment that hours had passed, and the sun gone down into dusk outside.

To be with someone. To be a part of something.

It was something that happened most completely when the place was at its most hectic, when the temperature and grinding nervousness in the kitchen were almost unbearable, so that he would step from its oven-heat into the cool and civil noise of the dining room with no time to feel relief. Kostandin had been right: the work ate time. It devoured not only hours but days–years, perhaps, given the chance–so that he woke one morning into nine o’clock quiet and lay still, counting the days to find that he had been in Athens a fortnight. Two days before his birthday had passed uncelebrated. He had turned twenty-five without knowing it.

 

He dreamed of his wife and child again. They were just the same, paused, as if they had been waiting for him on freeze-frame. The stars shone through the porthole behind them. They flew together through the darkness in darkness.

How wrong he had been to leave them. In his dreams his leaving was revealed as the mistake it was. He should never have left Oxford. He had given up too easily, however far he and Emine had gone wrong, whatever wrong he had done them. The moment he had left he had gone wrong again.

The tears were wet on Nessie’s face. The thread in her lips was coming loose. Her mouth moved against its ligatures.

He shook his dream-head at her. His daughter was trying to tell him something. She lay as she always did in sleep, one hand curled in her hair. Her mother’s arms held her away from him. He leaned down to make out her words. The crude threads brushed against his ear. Her hand crept into his like a thing seeking shelter.

You haven’t gone wrong, Ben. You haven’t left us. One day you will, she said, and her voice was not her own. But not yet.


 

He began to count the time in shifts. His world narrowed to that of the kitchen and the front of house. The raised forestage and the treacherous step. The flare of incendiary fat. The thutter and blurt of meat. The steel pans gilded with oil. The fish as green as celadon, as dull-bright as lead, as pink as grazed flesh. The rare laughter of the Albanians. A gallon jar of cucumbers, broken in the kitchen yard, the pickles shrivelled in the sun like the cadavers of lizards. The neat sheaves of scallions. White tiles grooved with chicken blood. The gutters full of guts. The drunks crowing in the street beyond, the whole dark night their oyster.

 

When he had arrived at the grill Nikos had been skiing with friends in the mountains. It was a while before Ben met him. His father was a heavy man, lazily pugnacious in the old photos above the bar, mellowed and gone to fat after decades in the business. Nikos was different. He was clever, the first of the family to go to a top-notch university. He had a busy look, his eyes never settling long. He was lean as tenderloin. He did not drink. He enjoyed hash, Ben observed, and sex, if he was to be believed. Occasionally he would come back to the grill with a girl in tow, but he was unkind to them, with a coldness Ben hated, and perfunctory with his cousins, Demi and Chara. He exercised at an international hotel gym near Constitution Square where he could meet foreign women. He carried no apparent trace of muscle. Kostandin said he was stronger than he looked, and said it as if he knew it.

Once, while Kostandin was teaching him how to gut squid–drawing the calyx from each soft body like a glass pen from a well of ink–the Albanian told him a story of Nikos. When he was seventeen, the boy had gone to watch a football match with friends, and afterwards had been caught up in a fight with three Englishmen. He had not been hurt, but a friend had taken a cut to the hand, which required stitches.

Somehow, by the evening, Nikos had discovered where the men were staying. He had gone to the hotel alone. The men had been in the restaurant. It went without saying (Kostandin said) that they were drunk as rags. Nikos had walked up to their table and had congratulated them on the victory of their team. He had taken a pair of bikers’ gauntlets out of the bag he carried, and still smiling, had put them on: then he had reached into the bag again and had taken out a motorcycle chain. He had flogged the nearest man with the chain. In trying to defend himself the man’s hand had been partially severed. He had almost died from the loss of blood.

It had taken a number of people to drag Nikos off. The man had taken out a civil suit which the Adamidis family had settled privately. Nikos himself had been released from prison a week before his eighteenth birthday, a model first offender with time reduced for good behaviour.

In summer, by his own account, he would cruise the city for female tourists, who were always eager to ride first his Honda and then Nikos himself. In winter, though, the fishing seemed poor. More often than not he would come back to Metamorphosis before midnight, pallid and sullen, to eat what little he wished for, to stare at his father’s foreign workers, sometimes to talk with them.

–So you’re an Englishman?

–Yes.

–I like Englishmen.

–Really.

–Really. You know what your grandfathers did for my grandmothers?

Saturday night, ten to nine. The evening rush about to begin. Nikos prowling by the yardside door. He was smoking–hash, always hash, never leaf–the joint held out into the clean night air. It was something he would do on the premises only if his parents were away. Occasionally he would punctuate his talk by pointing the joint into the kitchen, sometimes at the workers, sometimes at the intangible force of his own words, and the acrid spice would linger, mixing with the other smells of the place.

–You don’t know? You English are so funny. Always forgetting your own past. You freed us from the Nazis! You and the Americans too. Isn’t that great? Don’t you think I’m grateful?


–Sure you are.

Better not to talk too much, with a boy like Nikos. Better not to listen much, and to talk less.

–I’ll tell you, I’m not grateful. My grandmother is grateful–there you have your gratitude. But my grandmother is a peasant. Me, I study my history. I know what the English did firstly, for my country and secondly, to my country. You helped us and then you tried to control us. I don’t want to be rude, but we are all men here, right? So let me be plain. You told us to bend over and take it like ladyboys. You became capitalist interferers, then arselicking war criminals, no better than the Americans themselves. Oh, you earned our gratitude, but then you spent it as though it would last forever. Like the Guns and Roses song–nothing lasts forever. Right? You still walk around like we are all friends, but you only remember the good times. You forget that you gave us the Colonels. You gave us those monsters, but you don’t remember that. Do you even know what I’m talking about? You still come to see us, but you are like old idiot guests who forget the names of their hosts. And so many of you! You go sniffing around our country like dogs running after dogs. What is wrong with you all? Is England so nasty that you all come here to escape? Well, I understand, my country is beautiful, no doubt about it. All the foreigners love Greece. They all want a piece of us. They buy their little places on the islands with the pools they never use. But you English…well, I hope you don’t come expecting favours. My grandmothers already gave thanks to your grandfathers. You won’t get any victory parade out of me.

Other nights it would be the Albanians he would bait. For a long time he didn’t speak to Florent, but he would talk to Kostandin and Modest. Sometimes he would be amiable, chatting with them, picking over the last night’s sports, but he could turn on them suddenly. Kostandin held little interest for him. Modest was his favourite, Modest with the kicked-dog eyes. With him, most of all, the talk could take on a dangerous edge.

Burnt Thursday was the day of meat, the Carnival, a last excess before the seven weeks of Lent. The meat grill opened early and went on serving until first light. Mrs Adamidis worked the front of house with the girls while her husband threw himself back into the old routines of his kitchen, stripped down to an AGED TO PERFECTION T-shirt, driving the rest of them on with promises of extra cash, then when the promises were no longer believable, with cold beer and brandies and cigarettes. The next morning Ben slept until eleven, the Albanians leaving him to it. It was Chara and Demi who finally came up for him, stopping at the threshold of the men’s room to tease him down.

They were eating, the four of them, in the lull after lunch, the kitchen scrubbed and ready for the evening. There was rice, a bowl of greens, and more goat rib-chops than they could stomach. Nikos had come in early, bringing a chair and a newspaper to sit in the warm. The ovens had retained their heat all day. They had all been talking, the five of them almost at ease. When the meal was finished they cleared and made coffee. It was a quiet day, and in the afternoon there was never enough work to make the time pass.

–So, Englishman. How are you today?

Nikos was stretching his legs out by the ovens, still dressed in his bike leathers. –Not working too hard, I see. Me, I was hard at it all night. You don’t believe me? Two German girls. Both of them wanted to sleep with me, so I did my best for them.

–How did you know?

–How? Because they said so.

–They spoke Greek?

–German. German comes from the Greek, it’s no problem for me. I know what they were talking about. Some things don’t need language. Are you making fun of me?

–No.

–That’s good. So tell me, are you married?

Already the conversation had gone on too long. He was not wearing his ring. He held up his bare hand in reply. Nikos gave a grunt of acknowledgement.

–So you are a bachelor like me. A free man, searching the world for adventure. When you set out from Ithaca, pray that the way is long, full of knowledge and adventure. You know this? Greek poetry.

–I don’t really like poetry.

–You don’t like our Greek poetry? Why do you come here, then, I wonder? No, I can guess. Your English girls, they are just like the Germans. That blonde hair is so pretty at a distance, but get up close, ouch! You find they don’t take no care of themselves. So you come to the only country where you can find real beauty. What about you? Albanian boy.

They both looked up, Modest at the washing-up sink, Florent leaning with a cigarette in the doorway to the kitchen yard. Only Kostandin went on working, his head down as he boned a rabbit. Already he was almost done with it, the last of the meat coming away in nuggets and knots.

–Yes, you. What’s your name again?

–Modest, Modest said. He was the youngest of them. Nineteen was the age he had offered Ben when they had met, but he seemed much younger.

–You’re married, I bet. You’ve got the look. To an Albanian girl?

–Yes. Modest turned back to the sink, his hands weighing dishes in the grey water. From where he stood, Ben could see him smile.

The quiet returned and held. Already it was getting dark outside. It was turning out to be a nice evening, peaceful, when Nikos wasn’t talking. A blackbird started up. If he didn’t listen too hard–if he half-closed his ears–it was almost intelligible, expectant, the syllables falling into words.

You’re late you’re late you’re late hurryup! hurryup! hurryup!

–Her name is Flutura, Modest said into the birdsong, and Ben’s heart fell.

–Is what?

–Flutura.

Nikos laughed. –My God, what the hell kind of name is that?

–It means butterfly. Kostandin spoke without looking up from his work. His voice spread the smile across Modest’s face. In the doorway, Florent laughed.

–Because she dance like a butterfly, he said, and his brother began to giggle. Florent was bigger and older than his brother. His frame blocked out the illumination from the streetlight beyond the yard.

–Well, I’m happy for you. You’re a lucky man, eh?


–Lucky. Modest nodded and shrugged. –I miss my wife.

–But it’s lucky for you that you found an Albanian girl. Lucky for her too, yes?

–Yes?

–You know why?

–No?

Even in the last daylight, Ben could see the blush creeping across Modest’s face. As if he had already been slapped down. Kostandin’s features were unreadable in the diffused shadow of the extraction fan.

–Because no woman except an Albanian would let you nuzzle between her legs. And no man except an Albanian would want to do her the service. Don’t you think so?

No one answered. After a moment Nikos began to talk about something else, the basketball, the lottery, meaningless things. In the doorway Florent stirred. Kostandin and Modest both turned to watch him. Only when he dropped his cigarette into the yard, stepping down to put it out with his foot, turning his back to the men in the kitchen, did the other Albanians look away.

 

–Trouble, Kostandin said. They were alone, the night’s work finished, the grill cleaned for the thousandth time, ready for the next day’s custom. They sat in the park drinking beers still cold from the chill cabinet. It had become their habit, the empty park a cure for insomnia, the small theft of beer an equalising freedom. The brothers were always asleep on their feet by the time the kitchen was scoured down, but Ben slept less readily himself, even tired to the bone. The adrenaline took time to ebb out of him. Kostandin was the same. Often they were too exhausted to talk and would do nothing but drink, side by side on the bench by the park clock tower. Some nights Ben would teach the older man English, other times Kostandin would correct his Greek.

–What did you say?

–I said, there is going to be trouble.

–Because of Nikos?


–Because of Florent! I don’t say it is easy for anyone, Kostandin said, But for him it is hard.

–Being here?

–Being here. Having to listen to foolish talk.

He dangled a Mythos in both hands. His head drooped over it. His voice was so tired that Ben was sure they must both fall asleep, one from talking, the other from listening.

–A brave man would turn the other cheek.

–Isn’t he?

He tried to picture Florent. He could imagine nothing of him but his silhouette in the kitchen door. –He seems brave.

–How would you know? No, he isn’t brave, he’s too young to be brave. He’s as bad as the crazy Greek boy.

–How do you mean?

–He got into problems at home. Modest told me. Something in their village. I don’t know what so don’t ask me. Some things are unforgivable, whatever the priests say. Whatever this thing is, it is bad enough he has to leave the village. He is the head of the family, so the family comes with him. Anyway, the old folks are dead, it is only him and two little sisters and Modest and Flutura left, it is not so hard to leave. Florent finds somewhere for them a long way from home, down near the Greek border. A new town they are building, so there is plenty of work. Then the town is finished and suddenly there is no work. So the boys come here.

He tipped the bottle back, trying to listen. His thoughts moving with narcotic slowness, the beer sweet and cool as rain.

–And what do they find here? Shit work, shit money, and a boy with no heart who wants to spill blood.

–It’s just talk. He’s just having fun, he won’t do anything.

–Just talk! If you think that then you shouldn’t talk about talk. You don’t know what you’re talking about.

–I know what I’m talking about. I have to listen to enough of it from Nikos.

Beside him Kostandin laughed and sighed in the dark.

–Listen, you don’t know. I’m not talking about Nikos. These boys are new in Athens. Where they come from no one would talk that way about a man’s wife to his face. They grew up in a village in the mountains. They are Ghegs. The Ghegs are very proud people. Up there people take care what they say about their neighbours. They don’t even talk to strangers. They know that talk is dangerous. Florent is an old-fashioned young man. He loves his family. He has looked after them, maybe not so well, it’s true. Maybe he wants to do better now. He is the eldest son. You have little brothers, sisters?

–I’m the youngest.

–That’s nice, everyone loves the youngest. So in Albania it’s a big deal to be the oldest. When the old man dies you look after the family. Kostandin tapped his chest. –I was the oldest, too, but in the cities it’s not so serious. For Florent it’s serious.

–What’s going to happen?

–I told you. Trouble.

–Does Adamidis know?

–No.

–You could tell him.

–So could you.

He looked sideways at Kostandin. Outlined in the dark, the man’s head was no longer quite human. It became that of a mule, the shape of it was so long, the bones of his cheeks and sockets so habitually mournful.

–Better to leave it. What happens happens. And afterwards they round us up and we all go home.

–Come on, it’s not that bad. Nothing’s happened yet, he said, but Kostandin shook his head, and for a while they sat in silence.

The nights were getting warmer. Through the clouds and the haze he could make out the moon and a scattering of stars. A plane crawled between them. He tried to imagine himself back into that distance, but it seemed as remote as England itself. Beside him Kostandin hawked and spat.

–What time does it say up there?

He looked from the sky to the stack of the clocktower. –Past three.

–Late.

–You want to go back?

–Not really.

–Maybe we could find somewhere else to drink.


–Maybe. We have no money.

–That’s true.

Silence again.

–Maybe I’ll go home anyway. You should come. There’s a bus to Vlora tomorrow. The beer is cheaper. You can go dig holes in Apollonia. Find some treasure. What keeps you here?

Nothing, he thought numbly, and said finally, –Nothing.

–Nothing. Maybe the Greek boy will learn when to stop talking, Kostandin said, and stood up to go.

 

He thought of the times Emine had cooked for him, as he now cooked for strangers. She had not done so often. She had a generous spirit, but in that she had always held back a part of herself; a talent. It was something she had chosen to distrust before they had ever met: she had made up her mind that cooking for a man would be offensive to her. Her mother had cooked for her father for years, she had told him once, and look, they had hated one another anyway, so what was the point?

Better to learn something useful, she had said. Like how to earn our daily bread in the first place. And kissed him, to draw out the sting.

She had kept her ability to herself, as if it were a weakness. Only once had she let it show before they moved in together. He had been staying at her place, and his brother had come to visit. She had never met his family and had been anxious to impress. She had made coq au vin, the real thing, hunting down a cockerel through an enamoured butcher at the Covered Market, working on it all through one afternoon.

He had helped her peel away the wrappings of bloodied newspaper. The cockerel had been an ugly thing, red-crested, with a great pale bloom of chest and massive scarred claws, black-scaled, reptilian, made for fighting as much as digging. Its blood, heart and liver had been set aside for Emine in a canopic polystyrene cup. He had not liked the look of the claws, but the final meal had been so good he had been speechless, and Ted had laughed at them both.


What are you so gobsmacked about? You look like you never sat across a table before.

It had been an oddity for them back then, that momentary bewilderment. It had only been towards the end that such awkwardness had expanded to fill their lives. Then, their conversation would often descend into small talk and puzzling silences. They had come to move around one another like magnets laid North to North, all their old attraction turned to bafflement and repulsion.

In the end they had met twice at the offices of a solicitors in Cowley–not Emine’s partnership but another, cheaper and neutral outfit–the room where they convened windowless and still somehow full of a wintery grey light that seemed to subdue Emine and the lawyers just as it did Ben himself. Neither meeting had gone well, and the second time he had left in a rage, shaking like an old man, palsied with anger. He had agreed to everything demanded of him all the same. Emine hadn’t asked for much. She had always avoided dealing with divorce law, and had seemed almost as innocent of the practicalities as he had himself. But she had never needed his money and whatever else it was she had once desired of him, she no longer wished to bind him to it. She had agreed to joint custody. There would be no annulment from the church, but the civil divorce would be done by the summer at the latest.

He knew it was the opinion of the lawyers that he had come off well. Got off lightly, was how his own solicitor had put it. Relatively, you know. Could have been messy, with her like that. I mean religious. And in the business. A nice clean break, apart from the girl.

Sometimes he would run into Emine at the Institute of Archaeology or at their college, with Foyt in tow or without. Somehow both places had become theirs. Somehow he had been dispossessed. And even after Emine had left, she would still be with him in the eyes of others, the ghost of a wife. There would be the sidelong glances, the conversations stopping as he entered a lecture hall or the common room. The unbearable English lulls and silences.

He had considered giving up on Oxford, leaving it to Emine and Foyt and going home to whatever he could find in London. He had begun to drink, not for the enjoyment of it but with a savage, bottomless desire he had never felt before and which he recognised. His father had drunk in the same way. He had feared and hated it as a boy and loathed it all the more in himself. He had become aware of how fragile his normality had become. There was a delicacy to his sanity he had never acknowledged before. It was as frail as water tension.

He couldn’t leave for good. He was not about to give up on so much. His life was too deeply rooted to break as cleanly as that. But he had left all the same. He had run away, like the coward he was.

And who had he had run from, if not himself? As if that were possible. As if he could ever escape himself.

 

Even when Nikos wasn’t there the meat grill could be dangerous. It wasn’t the trappings in themselves–the knives, the meat sat in its blood, the means and proof of harm–so much as having all that at hand in a place of tension. Tempers could flare up over the most insignificant things. An order misread could be a catalyst one day and a joke the next. A borrowed spoon might do it, or a pot of beans left unattended. Whenever it came, whatever it was, the wrong thing would be like a pinch of salt dropped into scalding water.

The atmosphere was worse at lunchtimes when the construction workers crowded in, roughnecks from Vólos and Lárissa. Half of them worked graveyard shifts and would be tired and intemperate by two. Their orders would come all at once and if anything went wrong the kitchen could be overtaken by mayhem. When it happened Modest would talk too much and Florent too little, and Kostandin would mutter oaths under his breath, unspeakable storms of consonants that sometimes made the Albanians giggle like boys, but could also propel them all into anger, Modest standing over the charcoal with his teeth bared in a snarl, Ben screwing up botched orders, Florent turning from some task with an expression of such blind savagery on his face that they would all be reduced to silence.


Nikos had lost interest in him, and Florent was not his problem. They were not his enemies but one another’s. The atmosphere between them was one into which he could walk without realising it until too late. It was there in the way the others would go quiet when they were in the same room. It was as if they were all counting the
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