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To the memory of my father, Xhafer Ypi (Zafo) 1943–2005





‘In the kingdom of ends, everything has either a price or a dignity.’

Immanuel Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals

‘It is no mere poetic licence, but also philosophical truth, to call beauty our second creator.’

Friedrich Schiller, On the Aesthetic Education of Human Beings





List of Characters

Listed here are the main characters who appear in the book. See below for a note on the titles they used and on Albanian pronunciation. Constantinople officially changed its name to Istanbul in 1930; Salonica and Thessaloniki are more interchangeable. I use Salonica to refer to historical events from the Ottoman period, and its immediate aftermath, and Thessaloniki for the present-day city.

The Leskoviku Family and Their Circle in Constantinople and Salonica

Leman Ypi (née Leskoviku) – a woman born in Salonica, the author’s grandmother

Avni Bey Leskoviku – Leman’s father

Ismet Hanim – Leman’s mother

Mediha Hanim – Leman’s paternal grandmother

Ibrahim Pasha – Leman’s paternal grandfather

Selma Hanim – Leman’s aunt, Avni Bey’s sister

Gustav Heym – a German businessman

Cocotte – Leman’s cousin on her father’s side and best friend

Doctor Elias Levy – the family doctor

Dafne – Leman’s nanny and the family maid

The Ypi Family and Their Circle in Tirana

Asllan Ypi – Leman’s husband, the author’s grandfather

Xhafer Bey Ypi – Asllan’s father, tenth prime minister of Albania (1922–3), Chairman and Plenipotentiary for Justice of the Provisional Administration Committee (April 1939)

Zafo (Xhafer) Ypi – Leman and Asllan’s young son, the author’s father

Enver Hoxha – Asllan’s friend from school, founder of the Albanian Communist Party (1941), first secretary of the Albanian Labour Party (former Communist Party) until his death in 1985

Ahmet – Asllan’s cousin, a friend of Enver Hoxha and member of the Albanian Communist Party

Vandeleur Robinson – Asllan’s friend, British writer and military figure, connected to British intelligence operations in Albania during the Second World War

Eliot Watrous – Asllan’s friend, a major in the British armed forces, head of the Albanian section of the Special Operations Executive (SOE), a British intelligence service active in the Balkans during the Second World War

Brigadier Edward Hodgson – Asllan’s friend, head of the British Military Mission in Albania in 1945

A Note on Titles

In Ottoman society, Pasha was a title of high rank or office often granted to governors, generals, admirals or other important figures in the empire’s bureaucracy. Bey referred to a lower-ranking noble or provincial leader, and Hanim was an honorific used to address or refer to an upper-class woman, signifying respect, akin to ‘Lady’.

A Note on Albanian Pronunciation

Ç (as in Çim) is pronounced ch as in the English word ‘chain’

Ë (as in Shkëlqim) is a short vowel sound pronounced like the e in the English word ‘taken’ or the u in ‘supply’

J (as in Sulejman) is pronounced y as in the name ‘Leyla’

Xh (as in Xhafer or Hoxha) is pronounced j as in the English word ‘jam’

Y (as in Ypi) is pronounced with an elongated u, as in the French word tu, or as in the German ü (e.g. über)




Historical Timeline



	1362
	Ottoman conquest of Adrianople (modern Edirne, Turkey) marks the beginning of Ottoman colonization of the Balkan peninsula, including territories in mainland Greece (1460) and Albania (1468).



	1821–32
	Greek revolution and war of independence from the Ottoman Empire, culminating in the Treaty of Constantinople and recognition of the Kingdom of Greece.



	1839–76
	Edict of Gülhane (1839) initiates the Tanzimat (‘Reordering’) reforms to modernize the Ottoman Empire.



	1876
	First Ottoman constitution and parliament.



	1877–8
	Russo-Turkish War.



	1878
	End of the First Constitutional Era of the Ottoman Empire.



	1908
	Young Turk Revolution.



	1909
	Sultan Abdul Hamid II deposed and exiled to Salonica.



	1912–13
	Balkan Wars: Ottoman Empire loses control over its European territories.



	1912
	Albanian Declaration of Independence.

Ottoman Empire loses control over Salonica and the city is annexed to the Kingdom of Greece.




	1913
	The Great Powers recognize Albanian independence at the London Conference.



	1914–18
	First World War.



	1917
	Great Fire of Salonica.



	1920
	Albania becomes a member of the League of Nations.



	1922
	Fall of the Ottoman Empire and foundation of the Republic of Turkey with Mustafa Kemal Atatürk as its first president (from 1923).

Xhafer Ypi elected tenth prime minister of Albania, with Ahmet Bey Zogolli (also known as Ahmet Zogu, later Zog I) as minister of internal affairs.

Zog replaces Ypi as prime minister later that year.




	1923
	Treaty of Lausanne, final treaty ending the First World War, recognizes the current boundaries of Turkey and mandates a compulsory population exchange between Greece and Turkey that requires orthodox Greeks living in Turkey to move to Greece and Muslims living in Greece to move to Turkey, with special legal provisions for the exchange of property.



	1924
	Fall of the Greek monarchy and proclamation of the Second Hellenic Republic.

Deadline to complete the population exchange.

Democratic revolution (the June Revolution) in Albania forces Ahmet Zogu into exile.

Failure of the June Revolution in December and return of Ahmet Zogu as prime minister.




	1927
	Geneva Free Trade Agreements under the aegis of the League of Nations to reduce tariffs and barriers to international trade.



	1928
	Ahmet Zogu, president of Albania, proclaims himself King Zog I of the Albanians.



	1929
	Wall Street Crash in America, leading to the Great Depression.



	1935–6
	Restoration of the monarchy in Greece with Ioannis Metaxas appointed prime minister.



	1936–9
	Spanish Civil War.



	1936
	Victory of Popular Front in France and election of Léon Blum as prime minister.



	1938
	Hitler invades Austria.

Wedding of King Zog to Géraldine Apponyi de Nagy-Appony.




	1939–45
	Second World War.



	1939
	Italian invasion of Albania.

Xhafer Ypi becomes head of the Provisional Albanian Constituent Assembly, which proclaims Victor Emmanuel of Savoy King of Italy and Albania in a personal union of the two crowns.




	1940
	Italian invasion of Greece.

The UK sets up the Special Operations Executive (SOE) to support resistance in German-occupied areas.




	1941–3
	German occupation of Salonica leads to the creation of a Jewish ghetto and deportation of the city’s Jews to the Bergen-Belsen and Auschwitz concentration camps.



	1941
	Creation of the Albanian Communist Party under the leadership of Enver Hoxha.



	1943
	Allied invasion of Sicily.

Following the fall of Mussolini, Marshal Badoglio signs Italy’s armistice with the Allies.

End of Italian control of Albania and beginning of Nazi control.

Mukje conference supported by British intelligence forces leads to an agreement between Albanian nationalists, progressives and communists to create a joint liberation committee to organize Albanian resistance against the Axis powers.

 Labinot conference of Albanian communists ends the Mukje agreement.




	1944
	Albania is liberated from the Nazis as they start withdrawing from the Balkans.



	1945
	Yalta Conference at which Roosevelt, Stalin and Churchill make provisions for postwar Europe.



	1946
	Establishment of the People’s Republic of Albania.

Communist purge of rivals, collectivization of property and beginning of agrarian reform.
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Southern Europe and the Balkans immediately after the Second World War




Part One




Prologue

The Photo

‘I’m looking for the secret-service archive,’ I say as I approach the first taxi parked on Paris Commune, one of Tirana’s bustling streets, connecting the city centre to its outer ring road. I hesitate to call it my street, even though it has been my address in Albania for more than twenty years. Already when we moved to the capital during the 1990s, the question ‘You’re not from here, right?’ came up with nagging regularity every time I struck up one of those casual conversations with strangers that appeared innocuous at first, but soon turned awkward.

Most people returning to Tirana comment on how much it has changed: there are now more high-rise buildings, paved roads, cafés, bars and cycle paths. Yet for me it is a place of grief, guilt and endless what-ifs. I have no happy memories of it – at best dispassionate associations with news items, communist-era films and, more recently, traffic jams. The longest stay I endured in the city was when my grandmother died and I returned from my studies in Italy to organize the funeral. Alone in our kitchen during the obligatory forty days of mourning, I struggled to accept that, after decades of teaching me the importance of following rules, she’d vanished from my life without a word of warning. I had once told her that I would return to care for her, just as she’d cared for me throughout my childhood. It was now too late – I could no longer keep that promise. Tirana became for me the capital of remorse and, perhaps to ease my guilt, I blamed the city. It was afflicted with a curse, a capitalist hex after the communist malediction. She should have never returned to Tirana, fifty years after being exiled to the countryside as an enemy of the communist state …

‘I’m looking for the Authority for Information Concerning Documentation of the Former State Security Service,’ I say, this time specifying the office in the same formal way it had introduced itself in the email inviting me to an appointment.

The taxi driver seems not to hear me. A grey-haired man in his seventies, his face drawn-looking and hidden behind dark glasses, he wears a short-sleeved checked shirt and a ‘Make America Great Again’ red cap. Loud music blares from his car radio, tuned to Top Gold – a station that plays old classics. As I stand in front of the yellow Mercedes-Benz waiting for his response, I recognize the sound of ‘Only You’, struggling to drown out Lady Gaga’s ‘Just Dance’ from the taxi parked behind. He’s not listening to the music, which has clearly been chosen to attract a certain kind of customer, but smoking and absorbed in a newspaper that covers the entire steering wheel.

‘Sir, I’m looking for the Authority for Information Concerning Documentation of the Former State Security Service,’ I repeat.

I must sound worried, or at least agitated, because my tone prompts the driver to finally look up, switch off the radio, toss the unfinished cigarette out of the window, and turn to me with an expression of mild concern.

‘Avash avash. Take it easy. Take a seat. Who’s that you’re looking for?’

‘Oh,’ I mutter, caught off guard by his failure to recognize my destination. ‘I’m looking for the office with all the files. You know, the former Sigurimi archives.’

‘You’re not from here, right?’ he asks, as the car engine roars into life, and we begin making our way through the busy morning traffic.

I smile, trying to hide my irritation. I wish I didn’t have to take a taxi. I wish I knew how to cycle to the archive without getting lost in all the small alleyways that run through this city like ever-branching veins. Instead, I’m barely able to navigate even Paris Commune, the neighbourhood that supposedly is my own. Perhaps part of me subconsciously wants to stay lost, to remind myself that I never truly belonged, and it’s now too late to remedy.

‘I wonder what gave that away …’

‘You said you’re going to the former Sigurimi archives. That’s how foreigners talk. There are no “formers” here. It’s the same as it ever was, all the same people. My daughter, she’s now from Florida, comes once a year. She also claims it all looks different.’

I want to explain I hadn’t meant it in that way, but there is no natural break in his stream of words.

‘I’m old, I used to be an import/export truck driver, travelled the world before everyone else. I was in Poland, in Krakow – do you know how many times …’

He pauses to let out a long whistle, as if he wanted the sound to travel all the way from Tirana to Krakow and back again.

‘The sunglasses are from those days – I like them, they make everything look dark, with a little red glow. Trust me, nothing has changed, it’s the same as it ever was.’

‘This has changed though, hasn’t it?’ I say, pointing at the endless line of cars stuck at the red light just before the turning on to Four Heroes Street.

‘They don’t know how to drive,’ he replies with the evident satisfaction of someone accustomed to crushing such a superficial objection. ‘Every day I think I’ll be killed. Wouldn’t it be better if they just walked? As we all did, back in the day. Now they inhale this poison every morning, then, in the evening, they pay for yoga and the gym.’

‘Other things have changed too,’ I say, just to see how he will respond. ‘Look at all those new trees the mayor has planted.’

‘Ha, you’re just like my daughter!’ he exclaims. ‘She only comes for New Year’s Eve – there’s some sort of Christmas deal with the airline. And she falls in love with the lights on the trees. Have you seen what happens here in winter? There are so many lights you’d think there was a war. All because of the Christmas decorations. Come at any other time, and you’ll see it for yourself – nothing’s changed, it’s the same as it ever was. Even the trees know it.’

I’m still mulling over the favourite pastime here, ‘Is it the same? Is it different?’, when, suddenly, he slams on the brakes and, with the window rolled down, starts cursing at other drivers as he attempts a U-turn. We’ve just passed Et’hem Bey Mosque, turned left on to George W. Bush Street and are approaching Joan of Arc Boulevard when he decides to change course.

‘I just remembered something,’ he says, once the manoeuvre is complete. ‘You want to go to the new office, right? The one they moved to recently?’

I shrug. ‘Not sure,’ I reply, pulling out my phone to double-check the address in the email:

Dear Dr Ypi

I am writing regarding your request, No. 736, submitted on 10.05.2022, in your capacity as a researcher, to access documentation from the former State Security concerning citizens Leman Ypi (Leskoviku), Asllan Ypi and Xhafer Ypi.

In accordance with Article 36 of Law No. 45/2015, ‘On the Right to Information Concerning Documentation of the Former State Security of the Socialist People’s Republic of Albania’ (amended), Law No. 9887/2008, ‘On the Protection of Personal Data’ (amended), and the guidelines ‘For Researchers/Media’ approved by Decision No. 24.09.2020, the Authority has decided to make the following documentation available:


	a) Documentation from File 531 concerning citizen Leman Ypi, 34 pages

	b) Documentation from Fund 1, Investigative Judicial File 1355 concerning citizen Asllan Ypi, 666 pages

	c) Documentation from Fund 1, Investigative Judicial File 1384 concerning citizen Xhafer Ypi, 138 pages



Please bring an ID card with you, as it is required by the security protocol for entering the premises of the Skanderbeg Military Garrison, where the Authority has recently relocated.

Signed: Eva D.

Specialist Employee of the Authority for Information Concerning Documentation of the Former State Security Service, Department of Research, Media, etc.


I take my eyes off the screen. When the email first arrived, reading it made me shiver. Now, I find reassurance in its formality – the fact that, each time I check, the contents remain unchanged: come for an appointment on Tuesday, bring an ID card, mind the security protocol. I particularly appreciate reviewing the names of family members – my grandmother Leman, grandfather Asllan and father Xhafer (or Zafo, as he is known) – the way the list of people is offered to me like a meal-deal, in a spirit of commercial detachment, which is just what I need at this stage. Nothing to feel emotional about, just a few details about a random group of people to whom I was assigned at birth, like discounted food items on offer after the end-of-year festivities.

I turn to the driver: ‘I have it here: Unit 4, Skanderbeg Military Garrison.’

He nods with confidence. ‘Yes, yes, that’s the one. They moved there recently. There was some grant from the Swedish embassy or the Swedish government, or perhaps it was Denmark. One of them, the Great Powers. Actually, now I remember, it was Sweden – would you believe it?’

He raises his eyebrows, then a thought strikes him and his tone shifts abruptly.

‘It took these bastards twenty-five years to make the files accessible. Not the Swedes’ fault, obviously – they have no idea, they just give the grant, tick a few boxes, done. I mean us, the Albanian side. Twenty-five years since the fall of communism,’ he repeats, followed by the same long whistle. ‘Obviously, they were waiting for all the spies to die, so they didn’t have to punish anyone. Told you: it’s the same as it ever was.’

He pauses to light another cigarette. ‘Are you going there for work or fun?’

To rescue my grandmother from the trolls, I think. To talk to her. To feel less guilty. To discover why she was smiling in the photograph – the one taken in the winter of 1941, in the depths of the war – and to know if the smile was real. To find the truth or try to imagine it. To discover who betrayed her. To find the honeymoon photos. To write a book. To see if the past is already history, or not quite yet. To see if nothing or everything has changed. Or perhaps simply because I must go, without knowing why. To make myself feel better. Or worse. Or the same.

‘For fun,’ I say.

The photo, an old black-and-white image, was posted on social media by a man with the username Çim, probably short for a communist-era name such as Çlirim (Liberation) or Shkëlqim (Splendour) or merely Ndriçim (Enlightenment) – a person whom I had never met, or even heard of before. Within hours of being shared, it went viral across Albania. A young, glamorous couple stare at the camera, while relaxing on sun loungers in front of a luxury hotel. In the background a pair of skis leans against the wall, just under an arcade. The woman is clad in a long white fur coat, her hands buried deep in its pockets, a small handbag precariously balanced on her lap. Her big smile and vaguely distracted expression contrast with the much more serious, almost probing look of the man stretched out on the sun lounger next to hers. It’s hard to say if his frown and squinting eyes are on account of the sun or displeasure with the photographer, at whom he stares as if trying to communicate something. A packet of cigarettes lies on a nearby side table, and beneath it a paper carrier bag, fancy but not ostentatious. You can just about make out the name: ‘Hotel Vittoria’.

I did not need to read the caption online to recognize my grandparents, Leman and Asllan, in the photo. Judging by their winter attire, the name of the hotel and the skis in the background, it was taken during their honeymoon in Cortina d’Ampezzo, in the Italian Alps. The year was 1941. My grandmother spoke often and fondly of those ten days spent learning to ski in the Dolomites. ‘I felt the happiest person alive,’ she would say, ‘and Cortina was the happiest place in the world.’ Yes, truly, she would insist, even though this was Italy, and it was the winter of 1941 and war raged all over Europe as never before.

Years later, when she was no longer around, or perhaps because of it, I became absorbed by the question of what it meant to feel the happiest person alive in the winter of 1941. Part of me wondered if her description genuinely reflected her feelings at the time, and what this revealed about her character. I had trouble connecting her personal rendition of those weeks with my knowledge of historical events, both in Albania and elsewhere. Operation Barbarossa in the Soviet Union, the attack on Pearl Harbor, the ongoing battle in Yugoslavia, all this would have been making headlines just as she was learning to ski, relishing the crisp winter air. Was she indifferent to the most brutal battles of the most brutal war humanity had ever known? I had trouble squaring this with her personality, and with her views. She was no fascist apologist, of that I was certain. And she was far from indifferent to what was going on around her. Perhaps she was simply trying to cope, as she had done throughout her life, sensing that something even worse was about to unfold, that her days of innocence were numbered. Yet, her elaborate account of the young couple’s activities – skiing in the morning, bridge in the afternoon, dancing in the evening – was sufficiently focused on facts rather than subjective impressions to make me feel genuinely uneasy about sentiments that seemed at odds not simply with her character but with the entire trajectory of world events at the time.

Looking back, after her death in 2006, I regretted having been unable to articulate clearly not so much these questions but what I found disturbing about her reconstruction of that period in her life. The way she spoke about those days in Cortina clashed with my perception of her as a kind of moral saint – duty-bound, compassionate, always attentive to the needs of others before her own. It is not that I had expected her to forgo her honeymoon – life continues, even in 1941, even in the middle of war, perhaps with greater intensity, the closer one feels to the end.

‘I heard a Voice within the Tavern cry, / “Awake, my Little ones, and fill the Cup / Before Life’s Liquor in its Cup be dry”’ were among her favourite lines from the Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam. Her cup was still half full in 1941; the real tragedy would unfold a few years later. She could have said it was a honeymoon after all – or war – and that, in exceptional circumstances, perhaps all feelings take an exceptional form. Yet, when looking back, she seemed utterly indifferent to global events of former years, never felt the need to explain, never made excuses. Was it one of those tricks memory plays where the reconstruction of your mood depends not so much on the experience of the past but on new knowledge acquired much later?

How I wished, after my grandmother’s death, that there might be at least an image of her in a wedding gown, a departing bride and groom, a scratchy old black-and-white home movie perhaps, a photo of my grandparents as a couple – anything I could rely on to compare the material in my mind with facts recorded at the time. But I knew that although there had been several albums, only two individual photos of them had survived, one of her on a pair of skis and one of him also on skis, as if they had gone on separate trips to the same place. The rest of our family records disappeared, according to my grandmother, in 1946, after my grandfather was arrested by the communists for political agitation, propaganda and collaboration with British intelligence officers, ‘when the police came and took everything’. The categorical nature of that last statement, though initially disappointing, proved comforting in the end. It meant there was nobody alive to question, and nothing left to track down.

Nothing, that is, until that photo from Cortina of them as a couple, which I had never seen before, appeared on a stranger’s social media page. I did not immediately think it was bizarre or inappropriate to find it there, distracted as I was initially by the disappointment caused by the contrast between how I had always imagined those Hotel Vittoria scenes and what was captured in the photograph I was seeing for the first time. It was not an image of happy people – certainly not ‘the happiest people alive’. Leman was smiling, yes, and her pose seemed relaxed enough, but there was also something unnatural about it. She wore that artificial expression people adopt when they know an important moment of their life is about to be captured in an image that will outlast them, and they want the image to convey not just the feelings of the moment but also a certain second-order awareness of their importance. As for my grandfather, Asllan, he died only a few months after I was born, and I had seen so few images of him that it was impossible to interpret his expression or divine his character from it. It was hard to tell, for example, if the deep frown and squinting eyes expressed a habitual scepticism or if something else troubled him, of which perhaps even my grandmother was unaware. Had the button on the camera been pressed too early, giving him little time to prepare for how he would like to be remembered by posterity? Or was he distracted by other thoughts?

I had forgotten that I was looking at a photo of grandparents on a stranger’s social media page until the user comments started to multiply with the same speed as the likes, shares and hearts on the post.

Is the Leman Ypi pictured here related to Lea Ypi, the philosophy professor? The old woman was a real lady, she hailed from one of Albania’s most noble families. She carried herself with such dignity, and those communist monsters robbed her of it.


‘No, no,’ I start typing. ‘My grandmother always insisted that the one thing she never lost, even as everything else slipped away, was …’ But I am distracted by the next comment that flashes up on the screen:

Albanians will never learn from history – Ypi lectures around the world about how capitalism is wrong because it turns everything into a commodity. Presumably that includes her own criticism, for which she’s paid handsomely. Meanwhile, she conveniently forgets her own grandfather, who rotted for decades in a communist prison.


I pause, feeling a tinge of guilt, before reading on to discover a new relative called Sami, who claims to be in regular correspondence with me:

I try to persuade Ypi about the moral flaws of her views. We are related via her grandmother Leman’s grandparents: Ibrahim Pasha, beylerbey of Rumelia, and his wife Mediha Hanim, who lived between Constantinople and Salonica.


This revelation prompts another user to chime in:

It is evident from this photo that we’re looking at a pro-Enlightenment, secular, European elite. God in the Quran informs us that one of the causes of the punishment of past peoples was the moral degeneration of their elites – much like the state of our own elites before the Second World War. That punishment continues to this day because our elites remain morally bankrupt.


Other remarks appear, accompanied by a warning from social media regulators: ‘This post may include sensitive content. Are you sure you want to see it?’ I take a deep breath and click.

You dishonoured not just your grandmother but all the victims of communism, you communist bitch.


Then another comment follows:

The grandmother too was a bitch.


And a third:

Perhaps not a bitch, but a communist spy. And before that, a fascist collaborator.


I stop reading and close the page. Yet, in the following days something compels me to return to it. I don’t mind the insults to me – objectionable views become even more so if those who hold them feel censored, I’ve always told myself. But with my grandmother, it’s different. If she were somehow able to witness these exchanges, she would be deeply hurt no matter how they might be interpreted: if the users online were right and I had indeed dishonoured her, then because they were right. And if they were wrong, then because they were wrong, and she would want to call out their lies. I wished I could release her from the burden of accusations she couldn’t refute, thoughts she had no capacity to frame, ideas she had no means to articulate. Why should those people decide – without knowing her, without knowing us – what my grandmother wanted, who she was, what that photo meant? And what gave them the right to share it, to summarize her life and then heap scorn on it?

There is something about the human spirit, my grandmother would say, that withstands all attempts at offence, injury or humiliation – something animals are incapable of, because they are incapable of thoughts disconnected from their immediate existence. We call it dignity. Back then, she could still speak for herself. In death, she is powerless, unable to mould or vindicate her legacy. And yet, a version of her somehow continues to exist alongside those comments, like the photo on a desecrated grave continues to exist alongside the pile of bones scattered in the mud. Does dignity require someone’s continuing existence – an active capacity to defend that dignity, protect it from assault, stand up in its name? Is it a relationship dependent on external recognition, on the fulfilment of our commitments – a way of being in the world, both individually and with others? Or is it an inherent quality we possess just because of who we are – disciplined by a will that is free, and for that reason also susceptible to error? And if the preservation of dignity requires one to be alive, does this mean that dignity is not so immaterial after all, that a dead person cannot have dignity, that dignity is the kind of property that turns to dust just like someone’s hair, skin or fingernails?

I can read those comments and choose to respond or ignore them, engage with the content or report it instead. I can block the users, or look away; I can even campaign for stricter regulation. I have the freedom to resist when I suspect misinformation. My grandmother, however, is condemned to silence. A caricature of her is emerging here, stripped of context, memory, evidence, or even the basic sympathy we extend to strangers when we encounter them in person. I feel compelled to rectify, to share the stories she entrusted to me, to tell the truth of her life. But do I even know the truth? Can I recount her life the way she would have done? Can I transform this caricature into a once-real human character?

It’s difficult to say how I will do it. That photograph is new to me, the context unsettling. My thoughts, my effort to defend her dignity, are like light reflected in a broken mirror – disjointed fragments of a bygone age. She carried her past as a tortoise carries its shell – impossible to view it from the inside. Of course, my understanding of that chapter in her life was always veiled in mystery. But now my speculations, the scenes I imagined, the conversations I stitched together – everything I knew, everything she and I shared – blend with the alternative reality of a stranger’s social media wall. Why did she insist that the days in Cortina were the happiest she’d ever known? The more I dwell on it, the more extreme her stance becomes. Yet, it would be awkward to explain or apologize on her behalf, to ascribe to her a fault she may or may not have acknowledged herself. How can I claim authority over a life already lived, no matter how closely entwined with my own? How can I be the author of a story that has already reached the end?

Then a final, unsettling thought strikes me. What if those anonymous users commenting on the photo have uncovered something that has been hidden from me? Perhaps I’ve never known the real reason behind why she was persecuted. The insinuation that my grandmother might have been a collaborator – a communist or a fascist, or, most disturbingly, both – lingers like a shadow. I may be wrong to think of her as a paragon of virtue. Could these strangers, despite their crass accusations, know her better than I do? Perhaps only they can give voice to the silence that deafens me. Perhaps authority lies with the proverbial wisdom of the crowd.

I can think of only one way forward. Find the original. Return to the source.

‘I can’t remember where I found it … I think on the floor, perhaps in a box … I honestly can’t remember,’ was Çim’s unhelpful answer after I managed to get in touch and ask where he had found my grandmother’s photo. ‘It’s all in the Files Authority. I was there for my own research.’

‘Why did you share my family photo online?’ I want to ask.

‘The connection is bad,’ he says, ‘I can’t hear you … it’s all in that office – must go now.’

‘If I leave you here, will you be OK?’ the taxi driver asks, once we have parked in front of the entrance to the military complex. The soldiers guarding the entrance point to the sign indicating it is prohibited to stay where we are.

‘Wait,’ I say. ‘Let me check with them.’ I turn to the soldiers, noticing the guns slung over their shoulders, and think they must be fake.

‘Is this the entrance to the Authority for Information Concerning Documentation of the Former State Security Service?’ I shout from the open window of the taxi.

‘You’re not from here, right?’ one of them replies, laughing, and I worry that if he laughs too much something will happen to the gun he is carrying. What if it’s not fake?

‘Not from here, no,’ I say.

‘What is the purpose of your visit today?’ he asks.

‘Just having fun in the archive.’ When facing a man with a gun, one must keep things friendly.

He suddenly turns serious.

‘I apologize,’ I say, quickly changing tack. ‘It’s about my grandmother and my grandfather – well, their files. They should contain material that will help me find out more about my grandmother’s life. She was born in 1918, her grandfather was an Ottoman administrator in Constantinople but she lived in Salonica, then moved to Albania, and there should be photos from her youth here, taken in Italy in 1941, which may help me connect the dots of her life, photos we’ve never seen before, and which …’

‘OK, OK,’ he interrupts. ‘I don’t need to know all that. Do you have an appointment?’

I show him my email. He lifts the barrier at the entrance, and I feel as though I have just been let through the gates of history.

‘Your documents are in JPG format.’ An employee who has introduced herself as ‘the Eva from the email’ points at a black laptop that has been ceremonially placed on a desk in the centre of the room. The laptop seems old. I wonder if it was a present from the Swedes. I’m told this is where ‘researchers’ come, though I can’t see any other researchers, only three other employees sipping coffee at their desks, arranged around mine in a semicircle. One of them offers to make me a coffee. I decline, and this seems to upset her, but then Eva points out that I am the Marxist author of a book about freedom, which makes her colleague smile and nod politely as if this explains everything.

‘If you need the files to be printed or if you want to take PDF documents with you, here is a list with the fees.’

I nod, distracted by a question I have been mulling over in my head, unsure whether it is appropriate to raise it. I finally muster the courage to ask: ‘Are there no physical files?’

The employee who offered to make me a coffee gives a bewildered look, as if she is trying to decide whether to categorize my interjection as a provocation or let it go.

‘Do you know that we lived in fear of being physically attacked the first months this place opened?’ Eva’s question is clearly rhetorical. Rummaging in a drawer in a metal cabinet under her desk, she pulls out a pastel-green leaflet. It’s entitled ‘Law No. 45/2015: On the Right to Information Concerning Documents of the Former State Security of the People’s Socialist Republic of Albania’.

‘It’s all explained here, the dos and don’ts. It took twenty-five years to come up with a framework for how to access the files. Twenty-five years. Still, the spies aren’t all dead. It’s the same as it ever —’

She breaks off, pursing her lips, raising one eyebrow and pointing at the chair next to ‘the researcher’s’ desk.

‘Be careful when you sit on that chair,’ she warns. ‘It wobbles. Also, the computer is slow. Don’t keep pressing keys – give it some time.’

Waiting for my files to open up on screen, I flick through the green leaflet that explains the legal framework for accessing the documentation collected on my behalf. On page 3 of the document, Article 4 lays down the principles:

The collection, administration, processing, use and dissemination of information regarding the documentation of the former State Security Service are guided by the following principles: legality; protection of the public interest; protection of national security; reconciliation and national unity; public access to official information; protection of the right to privacy and personal data; protection of classified information; transparency; cooperation between state institutions; efficiency and effectiveness.


‘No mention of truth …’ I muse out loud to Eva, who does not seem to hear me. ‘Not even truths …’

I say ‘truths’ in a slightly raised voice for greater emphasis, hoping that the plural – ‘truths’ – will command the respect that the singular fails to obtain.

‘Truuuuths?’ she repeats, wrinkling her nose, as if she’s been unexpectedly confronted with a pile of rotting waste.

‘Well, yes – it says here “reconciliation and national unity”, but based on what? Doesn’t one need truth for reconciliation? Also, there’s not a single mention of the word “victim”.’

‘Maybe check the part on definitions,’ she suggests.

I flick through the leaflet again and read aloud:

Article 2. Definitions. For present purposes, the definition of ‘archive’ is the same as that prescribed by the legislation in force as applicable to all other archives.


‘There you go,’ she says.

I must look perplexed.

‘Did you apply to see the files as a researcher or a family member?’

The question of which category I belong to has tormented me for weeks. I have read enough stories and seen enough films about people who have gone to the relevant archives to find the truth about their relatives only to discover their family were also collaborators. When I realized that the office might contain not only the photos that I thought destroyed but everything else too – formal requests, complaints, police investigations, trial reports, everything that explained what happened, why my family was targeted, who else was involved, and perhaps also what, if anything, could have been done to prevent it all – the fear of the archive, that great unknown, ended up prevailing over the loyalty I felt to my family. What would I do if my grandmother wasn’t as innocent as I had always believed?

‘They did think about victims,’ Eva explains, almost resentful at my long silence. ‘If you applied as a family member, there are no fees, it’s all free.’

Free in what sense? If it turns out my grandmother became complicit in a surveillance system that ruined the lives of hundreds of thousands, the relief of not having to pay the fee is irrelevant compared to the burden I will have to bear as her descendant. With special relations come special responsibilities. Perhaps I care too much about truth: a truth I see as fragile, painful, incomplete, accessible only with a huge interpretive effort. I prefer to think of myself as an impartial spectator, an archaeologist in the temple of mutilated knowledge, a shaman leaning over a rotting corpse. I want to tread carefully in the archive. I want to approach those files philosophically, even aesthetically, in a manner intentionally different from that of the ‘legislation in force’. I hate the rules we submit to simply because we have no other choice – I prefer the use of judgement, the free play between feeling and reason, the slow emergence from the inherited bonds of family, nation, instinctive belonging. I’m taking myself too seriously, you might say. Still, to see clearly, we must be able to imagine.

‘I applied as a researcher.’

The computer desktop is a deep blue with no icons on the dock other than the files containing the information I have requested. I click on the mouse to open the first document and wait for what feels like an eternity, but when nothing happens, I move on to the second, then the third. I tap on the keyboard, harder and harder, like a toddler trying to play the piano, surprised to find they have some control over the instrument but disappointed it doesn’t produce the sounds they were expecting. Eventually I give up pretending everything is going according to plan and look helplessly at Eva, who is studying the grounds at the bottom of her coffee cup. I wait a few moments, then start pressing CTRL+ALT+DEL to restart the program.

‘Avash, avash,’ Eva says when she notices, making a sign which I interpret as an order to vacate the chair.

‘Which file do you want first?’ she asks, once the program has been restarted.

I shrug. ‘Whichever you manage to open.’

She nods, visibly satisfied by my response, and continues to click competently until a yellowing page appears. In the middle of it, I recognize my grandmother’s name, handwritten in pencil. I am slightly distracted by the sound that the wooden chair makes as it starts to wobble, and a few seconds later I notice that it is my body that triggers the wobbling. I’m shaking, as if I were standing naked outside in the freezing cold, and I seem unable to control it, just as I seem unable to concentrate on the meaning of the sentences that appear one after another, as I continue to click on the mouse, scrolling up and down the files.

Top left of the page: ‘Interior Ministry, Directorate of State Security and the People’s Police, Section of Internal Affairs’. Top right, and so faded as to be almost illegible: ‘EXTREMELY SECRET’. Further down, a more recent annotation: ‘Fully declassified with Decision No. 15 taken on 30.05.2022 by the Authority for Information Concerning Documentation of the Former State Security Service’. Several illegible words scribbled faintly in pencil. ‘Archive No. 531’ circled in red. One line with generalities: ‘Forename / Surname: Leman Ypi’. Further down: ‘Pseudonym’.

That line is blank, and though I can’t be entirely certain what it might signify, for a split second my body stops shaking and I can hear myself breathing a sigh of relief.

I notice a drawing in the middle, a doodle, the shape of a perfect rhomboid filled with concentric circles drawn around something that seems to read ‘sect’, followed by a roman numeral that looks like ‘VII’. Someone must have been bored at work. Who knows if they too were sipping coffee. Then my attention is caught by a single word that appears in the middle of the page and has been underlined three times: ‘Greek’. It makes no sense, and I continue to scroll, until I come across the same word on the next page, where other generalities are recorded.

Citizenship: Greek

Forename / Surname [again]: Leman Ypi

Place of birth: Salonica

Ethnicity: Albanian

Profession: Employee of the Education Ministry

Religion: Muslim

Registered: 29.12.1952

Name of referrer who performed the registration: Major H.Q.

Reason for registration: Suspected foreign agent


‘Foreign agent!’ I can’t help exclaiming.

Eva rolls backwards on her chair from her desk to mine.

‘Do you need help again?’ she asks, this time in a voice whose sincerity takes me aback.

‘Foreign agent …’ I repeat. ‘This is so strange. I am completely confused now.’

‘Better a foreign agent than a Sigurimi one,’ she says, as if to lighten my burden. ‘Though some of these foreign agents were later also recruited by the Sigurimi.’

I think back to the radiant smile on my grandmother’s face as she stretches out on a sun lounger in Cortina d’Ampezzo in the winter of 1941. She doesn’t look like a prospective Sigurimi agent in that photo. Nor does she look like a foreign one. Then perhaps that’s the point of foreign agents; they’re not supposed to look the part. Still, why Greek?

I keep shaking my head. ‘My grandmother was just born in Greece,’ I say, staring intently at Eva as if expecting her to confirm. ‘The Ottoman Empire was still around … I don’t think she ever did anything political there. She moved to Albania when she was eighteen.’

‘She was born in Turkey?’ Eva asks, clearly confused. ‘In the Ottoman Empire?’

‘No, no, only her grandparents lived in Constantinople, now Istanbul,’ I say. ‘She herself was born in Greece – it was independent by then. I know it because of what she told me about how she was born.’

I smile as I tell Eva one of my favourite stories – always shared on New Year’s Eve as we prepared to start the celebrations. Lunch was exceptionally skipped to save food and people’s appetite for the evening feast, and after a long day of grilling, frying and baking, delicious dishes were assembled on the table like trophies waiting to be claimed only by the most deserving. As I impatiently darted in and out of the kitchen pretending to lend a hand with the preparations, the aroma of the baklava squares became too tempting to resist. ‘That must be the ghost of the Pasha past!’ my grandmother said with a chuckle whenever she caught me mid-gobble. And to distract her from the stash I had stored in my pocket, I asked her to tell me the story I eventually learned by heart: the tale of her grandfather, the esteemed Ibrahim Pasha, who, just days after my grandmother was born in Salonica, met his demise in Constantinople from overindulging in baklava. ‘Can you believe it,’ she exclaimed, eyes wide with astonishment, ‘Ibrahim Pasha – a man so brave he even quelled an Armenian revolt, and so clever he once secretly secured a business deal aboard a Danube steamer flying a British flag – died from eating too much of this same sweet! Ibrahim Pasha, a lion and a fox, defeated, not on the battlefield, but in the kitchen!’ It was such a ridiculous death that his wife, Mediha Hanim, was too embarrassed to announce it to the world. ‘Beware of baklava!’ my grandmother warned. ‘Baklava is treacherous, baklava will dishonour you, and poor Ibrahim Pasha was not even trying to eat it in secret like you. It had all been prepared to celebrate my birth!’

‘I loved the stories she told about that time,’ I say, as I laugh about the baklava story with Eva. ‘Some funny, some tragic, some a bit of both. I don’t think I’ll find any of that in all these numbered documents you’ve just given me.’

‘You never know,’ she replies, her eyes fixed on a large clock hanging on the wall with a fake silver frame.

We both fall silent. I wonder whether I should find her remark reassuring. What if everything I know about my grandmother turns out to be like a tale from the One Thousand and One Nights: a story woven from hope and betrayal, power and intrigue, attachment and loss, a story conjured by her, like Scheherazade, simply to survive? Is the young woman whose photograph I hope to find in these files the same person I have known and loved? And what of the baby who was born in Salonica, and the young girl who learned everything from her young aunt? All of a sudden, I feel paralysed, threatened not just by the facts I might uncover but by the implications they may have for me. I always assumed our lives to be continuous, my present to be determined by her past. Now I am no longer certain. I wonder if those worlds she straddled can ever be fully reconciled. How will I piece together the stories she passed down to me with those I’m about to encounter for the first time?

‘Albania … Sigurimi … Greek spy … Salonica … Constantinople … Ottoman Empire,’ Eva muses, tracing circles with her index finger on my desk, like a child connecting scattered dots to form a picture. ‘Everything goes back to the Ottoman Empire, doesn’t it? Sometimes I wonder: is it even dead?’




1.

The Sick Man of Europe

‘Not the stomach … it couldn’t have been. It couldn’t have been his stomach …’ Mediha Hanim, my great-grandmother, screamed in exasperation one afternoon in August 1918, wiping the tears from her cheeks.

‘Doctor Elias, please close his eyes, je vous en prie. I cannot bear to see him like that. He looks so angry.’

Making a compliant gesture with his head, the doctor took a few steps towards the corpse and rearranged the fez.

‘Pourtant, ma chère Mediha Hanim,’ he insisted, ‘that’s what it was. There was no other cause.’

‘But he had not eaten for weeks. I kept begging him to eat. Dafne, you also heard me say so …’ She turned to one of the servants, as if to enlist her help.

‘Even the Grand Vizier noticed when they met, about ten days ago,’ she continued to explain between sobs. ‘“My dear Ibrahim Pasha,” he said, “you look like one of those hungry Albanian boys we used to recruit as janissaries! You need to look after yourself. We can’t help the sick man of Europe if we make ourselves sick …”’

The doctor tried to suppress a bitter smile. It used to be only the Russians, he mused to himself. Now even the government, the Porte, was calling itself that. And yet, they went on talking as if there was a cure. They needed to be humiliated before they accepted defeat.

‘He still looks angry, even with his eyes closed.’ Mediha Hanim’s faint, weary voice broke into his thoughts. ‘He would have hated to hear you say that. Besides, he had not eaten for weeks …’

The doctor took a deep breath as he leaned over Ibrahim Pasha once again and covered him with a sheet.

‘Mais voilà, c’est bien ça, Madame. Nothing for days and then five whole slices of baklava. How is the stomach supposed to cope …’

‘Doctor Elias, please don’t mention that horrible word again, I beg you. Of course, I told him to be careful, but Ibrahim Pasha … you know what my husband is … was … like.’ Mediha Hanim suddenly broke off and looked around. ‘What is that smell?’

‘Dafne, Dafne … here …’ The doctor made a sign to the young servant to fetch water for washing.

‘Oh non, not that, not that …’ Mediha Hanim covered her nose with a silk handkerchief, then opened it out and spread it over her whole face, as if trying to conceal it. ‘Mon cher Ibrahim Pasha, he would have been so embarrassed … Eau de Cologne, Dafne, bring the Eau de Cologne,’ she ordered the girl, who had been on her way to fetch water for the doctor.

She then turned to open the window for some fresh air, but on catching sight of the Teşvikiye Mosque, its majestic cupola appearing to her like a giant, repulsive belly, she burst into tears once more.

‘This is not how he would have wanted to leave,’ she said, visibly shaken, as she made her way from the Pasha’s bedroom, with Doctor Elias following her. ‘He would have wanted to leave with dignity.’

Mediha Hanim spoke with great feeling. She had known Ibrahim Pasha since childhood, from the age at which memories begin to form, when they used to play hide-and-seek in the corridors of their shared family home in Leskovik, then part of the Ottoman Empire’s vilayet of Yanina, on the border between modern-day Albania and Greece. The two were cousins. They were roughly the same age, but she was taller than him, skinny, with dark curly hair and lively eyes typical of Circassian women, famed for their beauty. As a child, she had followed him around, mocking the slight limp with which he walked – the result of a birth defect that many people later wrongly ascribed to an accident in battle, a view he did nothing to correct. And she had called him mon cher mari, anticipating, even then, that one day they would be married, that they would go to Paris for their honeymoon, and that they would have a boy and a girl, predictions whose accuracy later surprised even her, especially after the Pasha chose another wife. Mediha Hanim was upset, naturally, yet she never admitted to having ever wished for the other woman to lose her life in childbirth, as happened almost exactly nine months after the wedding. It was only at that point that Ibrahim Pasha became an integral part of her life in much the same way that the prized porcelain collection bought second hand during their honeymoon in Paris became an integral part of the soirées she hosted: valued for the attention she received as a result, coveted for its particular attributes, but most of all cherished as a reflection of the care she had put into ensuring it would not break during their various moves around the empire.

Yet Mediha Hanim could not be said to have truly known her cher mari. She knew certain facts about him: that he enjoyed stuffed aubergines without tomatoes and that his afternoon coffee, unlike the morning one, should be served sweet. She knew how to draw his curtains in the morning so as to wake him without being shouted at, when to offer the stick for his evening walk, when not to mention his migraines, and how to share news from Salonica, where their son, Avni Bey, now lived – the death of a peasant working on their lands or the birth of a child – in just the kind of tone the Pasha appreciated: neither anxious nor effusive. But it would be difficult to call this knowledge, if by knowledge one understands not simply the kind of familiarity that leads to smooth interactions on a day-to-day basis, but a deeper understanding of someone’s motives and aims, the sort of thing necessary to pronounce judgements on their dignity.

Whether the Pasha himself would have welcomed the use of that term is unclear. He might have considered it one of those foreign-sounding concepts that he tended to view with suspicion, the kind of word that popped up here and there in deep discussions about who did and didn’t have it and how to find it in the world, which in turn called for a theory to explain what was meant, without ever being able to settle the matter.

Contrary to most high-ranking officials who worked for the Porte, and deployed words like that increasingly carelessly and out of context, Ibrahim Pasha had lived his entire life acutely aware of the dangers they posed. Freedom, equality, brotherhood – all innocent-sounding, but they tended to proliferate and cause trouble each time they appeared, the more heedlessly one invoked them. Especially after all the attempts at so-called ‘modernization’ in the empire – after the 1839 Gülhane Edict which apparently inaugurated a new ‘social contract’ between the Sultan and his subjects – the tendency had got completely out of hand.

‘Social contract’ – there was another term that one hardly knew the meaning of. The dignity of subjects, the dignity of authority, the dignity conferred by God … Ibrahim Pasha especially resented the confusion words like this caused in lower-ranking officials – simple men who would have otherwise been perfectly comfortable with the demands of their roles, were it not for this new habit of having to explain all their duties with reference to such terms.

But the Pasha had long given up trying to convince his peers. He spoke little anyway, and in the last few years of his life
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