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515 BC

Fig leaves and fruit twirl in Scylax’s hands. As 

he turns the silver circlet round and round, animat-

ing the engravings, he imagines fl exing his wrist 

and watching the headpiece skim down 

  the 

          sloping

                    desert of the mountain, 

across the jewelled valley of streams and fi elds 

and fruit,

 to land 

      splash! 

in the muddied tributary along which it races 

towards the crocodile-fi lled Indus.

Beside the distant riverbank, his ship is a brown 

smear. His crew think him mad to have spent all 

night on the mountain; but why explain to them, if 

they don’t already understand, the wonder of waking 

with the sun and, in the clear morning air, looking 

upon the rushing course of the Indus which is laid 

out before him like an offering. He places the 

circlet on his head, runs his rough sailor’s hands 

over the delicate fi gs embossed on it – in honour of 

his homeland of Caria, where men are barbarians but 

the fruit is sweet. So the Persians say – and yet 

here he is, one of the barbarian men, entrusted to 
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lead the most daring of missions in the Empire. No 

man has ever navigated the mighty Indus. No man has 

ever attempted it. Not even Odysseus.

A fl ock of white birds swarms around his ship. No, 

it’s the sails. His crew has worked all night to 

surprise him with this gift. The ship is ready; the 

sails catch the wind and billow towards him. He 

whistles sharply and his horse, tethered further 

down the mountain, responds with a whinny. Scylax 

runs towards the noise; the distance between him 

and the ship suddenly enormous. Today it begins. 

Today they set sail from the city of Caspatyrus, 

edge of Darius’ empire, edge of the known world. 

Caspatyrus – the doorway to glory.
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July–August 1914

Vivian Rose Spencer was almost running now, up the moun-
tainside, along the ancient paving stones of the Sacred 

Way, accompanied by an orchestra of birds, spring water, cica-
das and the encounter of breeze and olive trees. The guide and 
donkeys were far behind, so there was no one to see her stop 
sharply beside a white block which had tumbled partway down 
the mountain centuries ago and rest her hands against its 
surface before bending close to touch her lips to it. Marble, grit, 
and a taste which made her jerk away in shock – the bones of 
Zeus’ sanctuary had the sweetness of fi g. Either that, or a bird 
fl ying overhead might have dropped a fruit here, and the juice 
of it smeared against the stone. She looked down at her feet, 
saw a split-open fi g. 

– Labraunda! she called out, her voice echoing.
– Labraunda! she heard, bouncing back down the mountain 

at her. That wasn’t her voice at all. It was a man, his accent both 
familiar and foreign. But no, she was the foreign one here. She 
picked up the fi g, held it to her nose and closed her eyes. She 
never wanted to return to London again.

The reports of the nineteenth-century travellers hadn’t 
prepared her for this: on the terraced upper slopes of the 
mountain enough of the vast temple complex remained 
intact to allow the imagination to pick up fallen colonnades, 
piece together the scattered marble and stone blocks, and 
imagine the grandeur that once was. Here, the Carian forces 
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fl ed after losing a battle against the might of Darius’ Persians; 
here, the architects of the Mausoleum, that wonder of the 
world, honed their craft; here, Alexander came to see the 
mighty two-headed axe of the Amazon queen held aloft by 
the statue of Zeus.

Viv walked slowly, trying to take it all in: the ruins, half 
lost in foliage; the sounds of earth being turned, tree limbs 
hacked, voices speaking indistinct words; the view which 
held, all at once, the vast sky, the plain beneath, and the 
Aegean Sea in the distance. She had yet to become accus-
tomed to the light of this part of the world – brilliant without  
being harsh, it made her feel she’d spent her whole life with 
gauze over her eyes. Something small and muscled charged 
at her, almost knocking her down. 

– Alice! she cried out, and tried to pick up the pug, but the 
animal bounded ahead, and Viv followed, through a maze of 
broken columns taller than the tallest of men, until she saw 
the familiar lean form of her father’s old friend Tahsin Bey 
crouching on the ground next to a man with sandy-blond hair, 
pointing at something carved onto a large stone block – a 
serpentine shape, with a loop behind its open jaw. 

– A snake, the man with sandy-blond hair said, in a German 
accent.

– An eel? suggested Tahsin Bey in that way he had of putting 
forward a certainty as though it were a theory he was asking 
you to consider. 

– An eel? Why an eel?
It was Viv who answered, though she knew it was impolite 

to enter the conversation of men unaware of her presence.
– Because Pliny tells us that in the springs of Labraunda there 

are eels which wear earrings. 
The two men turned to look at her, and she couldn’t stop 

herself from adding:
– And Aelian says there are fi sh wearing golden necklaces 

who are tamed, and answer the calls of men. 
Tahsin Bey held out his hand, his smile of welcome overrid-

ing the formality of the gesture. 
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– Welcome to Labraunda, Vivian Rose. 
His palm was calloused, and a few moments later when she 

raised her hand to brush some irritation out of her eye she 
smelt tobacco and earth overlaying fi g. The richness of the 
scent made her linger over it until she saw the German look-
ing at her with a knowing expression she didn’t like. Briskly, 
she lowered her hand and rubbed it on her skirt, all the while 
wondering how she would ever rest her eyes in this place with 
so much to see.

She woke up early the next morning, still wearing clothes from 
the day before. She had done little the previous afternoon 
beyond measure and sketch the columns of one of the build-
ings – a temple? an andron? a treasury? – but her muscles ached 
from the walk up the mountain and the half-delirious scram-
bling up and down the terraces before Tahsin Bey had instructed 
her to take her sketchbook and make herself useful. By dinner-
time it had been all she could do to place her food in her mouth 
and chew while conversation buzzed around her, good-natured 
about her inability to participate. 

She arose from her camp bed and changed her clothes 
quietly without disturbing the two German women in the 
tent, before stepping out into the hour between darkness and 
light. There was almost a chill in the air, but not quite, as she 
walked among the ruins, both hands held out to touch every 
block, every column she passed. A sharp yip cut through the 
silence. Looking around for Alice she found Tahsin Bey 
instead, sitting on the large rock with a fi ssure running through 
it – the split rock of Zeus – holding up a mug to her in greet-
ing. Alice was dispatched to guide her up through trees and 
broken steps, and a few minutes later she was drinking hot tea 
from the cap of a thermos, watching the sun rise over the 
ancient land of Caria.

– So that’s what a rosy-fi ngered dawn looks like.
– You must write and tell your father that. He’ll be pleased. 
– Oh, I’m going to write and tell him everything!
Her father, a man without sons, had turned his regret at that 
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lack into a determination to make his daughter rise above all 
others of her sex; a compact early agreed on between them that 
she would be son and daughter both – female in manners but 
male in intellect. Taking upon himself the training of her mind 
he had read Homer with her in her childhood, took vast pleas-
ure in her endless questioning of Tahsin Bey about the life of an 
archaeologist every time the Turk came to visit, and champi-
oned her right to study history and Egyptology at UCL despite 
his wife’s objections – even so, Viv had barely allowed herself 
to believe he was being serious when he’d asked her one morn-
ing, as if enquiring if she’d like a drive through the park, if she’d 
be interested in joining Tahsin Bey at a dig in Labraunda. 
Outrageous! Mrs Spencer had said, slapping a napkin onto the 
polished wood of the breakfast table. Did he want his daughter 
running up the pyramids in her bloomers like Mrs Flinders 
Petrie? Did he have no thought for her marital prospects?

Father and daughter had shared the smile of conspirators 
across the breakfast table before Viv rose from her chair to 
throw her arms around Dr Spencer’s neck. She had been more 
disappointed than she’d ever revealed during her just-concluded 
university years when he’d said no, she would not be among the 
students who Flinders Petrie took to Egypt over the summer – 
and assumed that meant all future digs were out of the question, 
too, as long as she was unmarried and under his roof. But there 
he was, pushing aside his plate, showing her the letter from 
Tahsin Bey and saying of course she mustn’t miss such an 
opportunity, and his old friend could be trusted to ensure all 
proprieties were observed which was more than could be said 
for Flinders Petrie with that madcap wife of his, and how he 
wished he could set aside the responsibilities of his life and join 
them. 

– He’s very proud of you, the Turk said, turning his body 
slightly towards her on the rock.

– I know, but I haven’t given him any reason to be proud. 
Not yet.

– No? You don’t think he should be proud of your courage?
– Courage? That’s something I certainly don’t have. You 
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remember my friend, Mary? She’s become one of those mili-
tant suffragettes, I regret to say. But even though she’s 
completely wrong, I see her facing prison and force-feeding, 
and I recognise courage. But it isn’t there when I look in the 
mirror.

– It takes considerable courage to come to an unknown part 
of the world, away from everything you’ve ever known.

– This isn’t courage. You’re here. 
She felt herself blush as she said the words, which had more 

heat in them spoken aloud than she had anticipated. All she 
meant was that she wasn’t away from everything she’d ever 
known when in his familiar company – he and her father had 
tumbled into an unexpected friendship as young men who 
met on a train in France, and there had scarcely been a year 
she could remember when Tahsin Bey hadn’t come to London 
and walked with her through the British Museum, talking 
about his hopes for one day convincing the Ottoman authori-
ties to grant him a fi rman to excavate at Labraunda. And I’ll 
come along! she had always said. Oh of course, he’d replied 
when she was a child and, if your father approves, once she’d 
started to approach adulthood.

But his company wasn’t familiar in the old way, she saw as he 
blushed too. She was twenty-two now, and though she’d always 
thought of him as old the muscles of his bare forearm and the 
thickness of his dark hair which she’d never noticed in the 
muffl ed light of London made her sharply aware that a twenty-
fi ve-year gap grows narrower over time. She had friends from 
school who’d married men in their forties, and had children. 

She swivelled away from Tahsin Bey, and opened her sketch-
book so she could pretend the change in angle was necessary 
only to allow her to draw the ruins of the building which she’d 
been sketching up close the previous day. Of course, she’d often 
thought that marrying an archaeologist was the only way she 
might ensure her place in the thrilling excavations of the age – 
as opposed to the irrelevant digs at the edges of knowledge to 
which the recent fad for women-led excavations was relegated. 
But to think of Tahsin Bey in that manner was absurd. He was 
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her father’s friend; she couldn’t begin to imagine . . . not that 
she’d ever really known what she was supposed to imagine 
about men in that way; she’d seen enough fertility totems to 
understand the mechanics of it, but that wasn’t really the point. 
The point was, she would die of embarrassment if he even 
knew what she was thinking. 

– You have a fi ne hand.
She looked up, startled, but his attention was entirely on the 

page which she had fi lled with a quick, precise sketch of the 
stumps of columns – Ionic on two sides – which formed the 
rectangular outline of the building. He held out his hand, she 
gave him the sketchbook, and watched as he turned the pages. 

– Not a fi ne hand, an exceptional one. When you show these 
to your father, he will be proud. 

She returned his smile – a child again, in the presence of an 
adult whose assurances made the world better.

That night there were ten at dinner around a long wooden 
table under the night sky. Three Germans, six Turks, and Viv. 
They started the meal in near-silence, all attention on the stew 
which Nergiz the cook had prepared, but when it was over 
they pushed their plates away, and everyone other than Viv – 
even the two German women – lit up cigarettes and fell into 
rapid chatter about their day in a mix of languages in which 
French dominated. Viv was seated next to the blond German 
man, Wilhelm, who was particularly interested in the necropo-
lis surrounding the Temple complex and talked to her in 
painstaking detail about the coins and inscriptions he’d already 
found in one of the rock tombs. She nodded and listened, which 
was clearly all he expected of her, while her ears caught wisps 
of the conversations she’d rather be in – an increasingly heated 
discussion about whether the largest building within the 
complex was the Temple of Zeus particularly intrigued her. At 
some point she caught Tahsin Bey’s eye, and he winked – she 
could never imagine him doing such a thing in her parents’ 
home, but it didn’t feel as though he were taking a liberty. 

– Bored? he mouthed, and she nodded.
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The next thing she knew he was standing on his wooden 
chair, Alice tucked under one arm, the stars clustered around 
his head like a band of silver.

– Ladies and Gentlemen, if we lower our voices we might be 
able to hear them. 

He placed one fi nger on his lips, and pointed down the 
mountainside. They all turned to look but there was nothing to 
see except white columns cut out of the darkness. 

– The remnants of the Carian army. Listen – you can hear 
their weary footsteps as they drag themselves and their 
wounded brothers up the Sacred Way to the Temple of 
Labraunda. It isn’t the physical wounds that make their steps 
falter – it is failure. This morning they were men of hope and 
courage, a brave people at the edge of a vast empire, ready to 
cut through the chains that bind them to their Persian over-
lords. Now they are a tattered, spent force – not one of them 
hasn’t lost someone he loves to a Persian sword. There they go 
now, limping past us, towards the Temple of Zeus . . . no, 
Mehmet, not that one . . . their hearts fi lled with either sorrow 
or rage towards the god who has deserted them. 

Since her childhood, this had been his role. The Storyteller 
of the Ancients. In her fi rst clear memory of talking to him he 
had told her he was from Anatolia – ancient Caria – like 
Herodotus the Father of History and Scylax the Great Explorer.

– In the temple they argue: should they give themselves up 
to the Persians or try to fl ee their homeland? Only one man 
says nothing: Scylax, who knows the Persians best of all – has 
travelled with them, drunk with them, and worn Darius’ mark 
of favour on his brow. 

– Stop him!
The words whispered in her ear by Tahsin Bey’s nephew, 

Mehmet, the archaeologist nearest to her in age but until now 
distant around her, almost distrustful. 

– Please. He’ll listen to you. Please. 
The edge of panic in his voice made her act without think-

ing. Picking up a slice of pear she fl icked it towards the pug 
who leapt from Tahsin Bey’s arms, tiny legs paddling the air as 
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though it were water; the Turk lunged forward, caught her, and 
somehow managed to regain his balance on the chair to the 
sounds of applause. It had worked; the mood shifted to the 
jubilance which accompanies averted disaster, Mehmet called 
out, A song! A song! and the Germans around the table broke 
into ‘Greensleeves’, Wilhelm catching hold of Viv’s hands and 
pulling her into a surprisingly light-footed dance around the 
table as he sang. 

A little later, she apologised to Tahsin Bey. For some reason, 
I was convinced I could toss the pear directly into Alice’s 
mouth, she said. He waved away the need for any explanation. 
Mehmet, sitting near by, watched impassively.

– Why did I really do it? she asked the young man when they 
were out of everyone’s hearing. 

– Oh, I’ve heard that story so many times I’m sick of it, he 
said, and though she knew he was lying she couldn’t begin to 
fathom why. 

During the second week, her discovery: a fallen slab of stone, 
which had once been part of the ceiling, was moved away from 
the rectangular building with Ionic columns and an inscription 
stone was revealed. It was Viv who’d insisted the foreman ask 
his men to move the obstructive slab – no one but her took 
much interest in the small building while there were grander 
structures to excavate – so she was the only one of the archae-
ologists present to read the Greek words, step back, read them 
again, and race down the terrace in search of Tahsin Bey.

– I’ve found it! I’ve found the Temple of Zeus!
Although it was early in the afternoon all the archaeologists 

broke away from what they were doing to cluster around the 
inscription stone and toast Viv with the wine which her tent-
mate, Gretel, had been saving for A Great Occasion. 

– Vivian Rose Spencer, archaeologist! Tahsin Bey said, and 
the others raised their glasses and echoed the words in their 
different accents. She wished her father were there to witness 
it. 

*   *   *
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Every night Viv placed a bowl of fi gs beside her camp bed, and 
fell asleep with her hand resting among the plump fruit. She 
had always been a fi tful sleeper but in Labraunda the hours of 
physical toil followed by wine meant that she woke in the same 
position as she had fallen asleep, pulled out of dreams by the 
snuffl ing of a pug who knew how to lift up the end of a mosquito 
net with her teeth and squeeze under. One paw on the rim of 
the wooden fruit bowl, Alice rocked it this way and that with-
out quite tipping it over. Too well-behaved to cause disorder or 
too imperious to serve herself, Viv could never decide. 

Either way, within minutes of waking Viv, while the other 
women in the tent slept on, Alice would be tucked under the 
Englishwoman’s arm, having thin shavings of fi g delivered to 
her mouth just as she liked them. Tahsin Bey would pretend 
surprise every morning when woman and dog caught up with 
him as he was walking, very slowly, up the slope.

– Did she wake you? She runs off as soon as I open the tent 
fl ap; I’m so sorry. But as you’re awake, would you care to . . . ?

Viv was increasingly grateful for the pretence as the summer 
drew on; it allowed her to avoid the question of what she was 
doing, contriving – with a pug – to have a few minutes of the 
day alone with Tahsin Bey, sitting on the rock with a fi ssure 
created by Zeus’ lightning bolt, drinking a morning cup of tea 
as the rising sun lifted the ruins of the Sanctuary of Labraunda 
and the surrounding forested mountains out of shadows. There 
was a beauty in this piece of the Ottoman Empire which sank 
down into her as nothing in England ever had – the terraced 
slopes, the plane trees, the brilliant cloudless blue of the skies, 
the bones of a temple which she would always and for ever be 
the fi rst person to have identifi ed. She pressed her palms 
together, the hard skin and calluses giving her more pleasure 
than anything else about her body ever had. 

One morning near the end of the dig they were sitting 
together as usual; Tahsin Bey on the rock with one leg folded 
under his body, the other leg dangling over the edge, elbows 
tucked in as he held the hot mug of tea near his face. It was a 
posture she had sketched from memory by the light of the full 
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moon in her calfskin notebook – more private, more precious 
than all the sketchbooks. 

– Are you disappointed that you haven’t found it? she asked, 
watching him as he looked down towards the Temple.

– Found what?
– What you’ve always hoped to fi nd at Labraunda.
– How do you know . . . ?
– You told me. The fi rst time we talked properly.
– You were fi ve years old the fi rst time we talked properly. 

We discussed the spiritual life of dolls.
– Well, all right. The fi rst time I remember us talking 

properly.
Their voices lowered, teasing, their hands resting side by side 

on Alice’s fur. 

The girl followed the lights, the music and the gabble of voices as 
they spilled from the door into the garden. As she progressed closer 
to the edge of the property she realised everything that had preceded 
her out was being swallowed up by the darkness, so that soon only 
she would remain. Unless the darkness swallowed her up, too. 

– Where are you going?
The darkness didn’t sound as she’d expected; its voice foreign.
– Away from that.
She fl icked her hand behind her at the house fi lled with New Year 

revellers waiting to cross into 1904. What she really meant was that 
she wanted to escape from her mother who was attempting to send her 
to bed as though, at eleven, she was still a child.

The darkness lit a cigarette and a man’s face appeared, attached 
to the end of the glowing white stick. The girl had known this man 
all her life but he had only become interesting to her earlier that 
evening when her father whispered into her ear, ‘He’s an archae-
ologist who grew up where Herodotus did’. She repeated this fact 
back to the man, who pulled on his cigarette, his cheeks sucking in 
until the girl was sure they must have met inside his mouth. 

– Yes, the ancient land of Caria, on the cusp of Persia and 
Greece. Home of Herodotus, the Father of History, it’s true. But 
before Herodotus there was Scylax – the greatest of the ancient 
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travellers. Now reduced to a speck in the corner of history’s eye.
– He travelled to India! Herodotus writes about him.
The man looked at her as if she had just become a person worthy 

of interest. 
– Yes. It was the least he could do, Herodotus, after he stole all 

Scylax’ tales of India for his Histories. What do you know of 
him?

– Only what Herodotus tells us. The Persian emperor Darius 
sent a group of men he trusted to India including Scylax –

– Especially Scylax! Kai de kai, that’s the emphasising phrase 
he uses. Especially Scylax. The most trusted. Go on. 

– Scylax travelled along the River Indus, and later Darius used 
the information he brought back to go down the river and conquer 
India, just as the British have done.

– Learned that last part from Herodotus, did you?
He laughed, and she saw the gentle mockery as a sign that he 

recognised her as an adult worthy of the light-hearted teasing 
which he exhibited often with her father and never with her 
mother. 

– Let me tell you the part Herodotus never mentioned, Vivian 
Rose: Darius so trusted Scylax he gave him a silver circlet fash-
ioned with fi gs – a mark of the highest honour. But twenty years 
later when Scylax’ people, the Carians, rebelled against Darius’ 
Persians, Scylax was on the side of his countrymen, not his emperor. 

– But Darius trusted him!
– Oh, English girl, how quickly you side with Empire.
She knew she was being chastised, but couldn’t understand why. 

The Turk must have seen her expression change to bewilderment, 
hurt even, because he stood up and his voice lost its sharp edge.

– I’ll tell you a secret, if you promise to tell no one: one day I’ll 
fi nd it. The Circlet of Scylax. 

He swept his arm from side to side, rippling the air with fi re. 
– Somewhere, beneath a patch of earth, it’s waiting for the man 

with the will to unearth it.
– Where will you look?
– A place called Labraunda.

*   *   *
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– I told you that? I thought I’d never told anyone.
Tahsin Bey sat back on his elbows and looked at her, amazed. 
– Well, you did. So – disappointed?
– Disappointed? The impatience of the English! One 

day, I’ll hold the Circlet in my hands. Why must it be 
today? And anyway – how can anyone feel disappointment 
here? 

Tahsin Bey unfurled his long limbs and stood up, his arms 
spread wide to encompass the Temple complex, the plains of 
Mylasa below, the mountains around, and the Halicarnassus 
peninsula in the distance.

– Caria! Vivian Rose, if you’re going to give your summers 
over to excavating one of its most sacred spots you must know 
the rest of it as well. 

There had been no talk until now of Viv’s participation in 
future digs, no talk of next month, let alone next year. But she 
stood up beside him, ignoring the annoyed bark of Alice who 
disliked it when the tininess of her own legs was brought to 
her attention.

– I want to see all of it before I go. Mylasa, Halicarnassus, 
Alinda, Caryanda . . .

– That English impatience again. Here’s an idea – if you’re 
willing to cut short your time in Constantinople, why don’t 
you travel up the coast with us? We’ll see some of Caria, and 
places beyond. Ephesus. Troy! 

– Us? You and Alice?
– No, no. Wilhelm and Gretel and me. You’ve heard us talk 

about it. 
–Yes, of course. I am sorry. Of course you wouldn’t have 

suggested . . .
– Of course I wouldn’t! Your father – !
– He’d never speak to either of us again.
– Either that, or he’d force us to get married to preserve your 

honour.
She would have thought it a joke if not for his own star-

tled response to the words out of his mouth. He picked up 
Alice, mumbled something she didn’t catch, and hurried 

9781408847206 A God in Every Stone (854h).indd   209781408847206 A God in Every Stone (854h).indd   20 04/12/2013   11:23:5004/12/2013   11:23:50



21

down the slope towards the sound of spades and chisels, 
leaving Viv in the silence of the plane-tree grove, breathing 
in the sacred air of Labraunda, trying to understand the rapid 
staccato of her heart.

The dig ended. The archaeologists disbanded with promises 
to meet the following summer; the foreman and his team 
picked up their spades and walked single fi le down the moun-
tain towards the construction work that awaited them; Alice 
was sent ahead to Tahsin Bey’s home in Bodrum, along with 
Nergiz the cook and her family, and the donkey train carrying 
the season’s fi nds. Several of the archaeologists including 
Anna and Mehmet departed for Constantinople. Viv, Tahsin 
Bey, Wilhelm and Gretal set off on horseback towards the 
coast of Anatolia.

They rode in single fi le or two-by-two. The confi gurations 
changed at fi rst, but soon a pattern was established: the two 
Germans together a little way ahead, Tahsin Bey and Viv 
following. When they stopped to walk around a town or a site, 
it was the same – the Germans striding away, the other two 
moving at a slower pace. At fi rst the atmosphere between 
Tahsin Bey and Viv was strange, due to the absence of the pug. 
Alice had always been the diverting presence to whom they 
could turn when the silence between them lengthened and 
threatened to change shape. But soon they learned to be as 
comfortable in silence as in conversation, and Viv’s suspicion 
that no one in the world was more interesting than Tahsin Bey 
became conviction. In Labraunda they had spoken mainly of 
the site and its discoveries, but as they rode she saw there was 
nothing he didn’t hold in his mind – the story of every ancient 
stone, the call of individual birds, the plays and sonnets of 
Shakespeare, the overlap and contrasts of the Bible and Qur’an, 
the history of the tango. 

One afternoon, they stood on a low cliff overlooking the 
Aegean Sea, the salt of it in their mouths and on their skin 
while the Germans waded in the water below. It was their last 
day in what-had-once-been-Caria.
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With the toe of his shoe Tahsin Bey – almost daintily – drew 
a shape in the sand on the clifftop. Viv plucked leaves and fruit 
off the fi g tree beside which they were standing and placed 
them, alternately, within the Circlet’s outline. 

– Oh! There it is. You’ve found it for me, Vivian Rose.
There are passages of time a person enters into knowing 

unshakeably that they will always retain a rare lustre, one that 
will gleam more brightly as disappointments attach themselves 
to life. That was once me, Viv thought, anticipating the remi-
niscences of her future self; that was once me, plucking fi gs off 
branches and cramming them into my mouth while watching 
the sun glitter from the Carian coast to the horizon, across 
water as blue as ink and clear enough to see all the way to the 
rocks at the base of the cliffs. Almost driven mad by the purple 
on my tongue, the blue in my sight – a moment to understand 
Sirens weren’t creatures of the sea, they were the sea itself. 
Tahsin Bey laughed as though he’d heard her thoughts and said 
look, your eyes have changed colour; the Aegean Sea is in them 
now. Lightly touching her wrist, at the jut of her bone, he 
added, and the sun is in your skin. The metamorphosis of Vivian 
Rose Spencer. 

– I prefer this version.
– I’ve been thinking. It’s been so long since I saw Christmas 

in London. I thought I might visit at the end of this year.
– I’d like that very much.
There was nothing further either of them needed to say. For 

now they would continue on as colleagues, without any word 
or gesture to indicate what was understood between them so 
that he could approach her father from a position of honour. 
Papa would be taken aback at fi rst, but there were few people 
in the world he regarded with more admiration than this gener-
ous, learned man – ‘more English than most Englishmen’ he’d 
once said – and surprise would soon give way to delight. Next 
summer Viv and Tahsin Bey would return to Labraunda as 
husband and wife, and all the summers after that. She had 
never felt so much at peace in her life. 

*   *   *
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They reached the south coast of the Sea of Marmara, from 
where they would take a ferry to Constantinople, and it was 
there that news of the war in Europe fi nally reached them. It 
had started just after they set off from Labraunda, and the 
Ottoman Empire was still neutral, though that situation wasn’t 
expected to last long. The Orient Express? said the man at the 
ferry terminus. Oh no, that had been suspended. The Germans 
and the Englishwoman would have to fi nd another way home, 
but not together, of course, now that their nations were at war. 
But – was the Englishwoman’s name Miss Spencer? Her coun-
trymen had been leaving messages for her all along the coast. 
Here – he held out a letter.

From the moment he said ‘war in Europe’ – everyone there 
had enough Turkish to understand the phrase – Gretel and Viv 
had taken each other’s hands, and now Wilhelm took the letter 
from the Turkish man and gave it to Viv, his fi ngers touching 
hers lightly.

The message, from the Embassy in Constantinople, was brief. 
Her father was worried about her. She must contact the 
Embassy immediately and arrangements would be made to get 
her home safely. 

After that everything moved too quickly. A telephone was 
found, the Ambassador himself spoke to her and said it was 
a stroke of luck, a ferry was on its way to where she was with 
an English couple on board who were returning home via 
the sea route. They knew about her – every English person 
in Constantinople had been worrying about her – and would 
be only too happy to accompany her home, so she must wait 
at the terminus and make herself known to them. 

– But surely there isn’t such a great hurry?
– Miss Spencer, you should have left a long time ago. I’ll tele-

gram your father immediately – he has been more worried than 
I think you can understand.

There was no time for proper goodbyes, no time to accept 
what was happening. The Germans said they shouldn’t
be with her when the English couple arrived, it would
only create discomfort. Gretel embraced her, Wilhelm shook 
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her hand vigorously, and then they were gone, and she was 
standing on a dock with Tahsin Bey, watching a ferry 
approach. When she stepped close to him, he moved away, 
holding up his hand in a rejection of whatever it was she 
intended. 

– They may already be able to see us, he said, gesturing to the 
ferry which was moving too quickly towards the dock. 

– You’ll still come for Christmas, won’t you?
– Of course. This will all be over by then. 
– But if Turkey does join the war, which side will she join?
– That crazy Enver will want to side with the Germans, but 

I’m not sure about the others. 
– It won’t matter. I mean, to me. It won’t change anything. 
– Perhaps nothing will change, perhaps everything will. 

This sick man of Europe – a war may be the thing that kills 
him fi nally.

– I don’t understand.
– All empires end. The Ottomans have been on their death-

bed long enough.
– Oh! How terrible.
– Terrible? Why?
– For you, I mean. To contemplate that. 
He raised himself up on his toes as he did when turning an 

important thought in his head, hands clasped behind his 
back. She wondered if he were trying to keep himself from 
touching her; she wanted to place her hand on his arm, grip 
the muscled forearm beneath the sleeve, and feel herself 
anchored.

– Did you know Nergiz and I are related?
– Nergiz the cook?
– Yes. Distantly. From my mother’s side. Do you understand 

what that means?
He was trying to explain something to her about class, or 

social status. A scandal, a taint on the family name which he 
thought she might care about. She didn’t know whether she 
was touched or offended. 

– It doesn’t matter, she said.
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– It matters very deeply. My grandmother’s people are 
Armenian. To my brothers, this is an irrelevance. But from 
the time I was a child, I’ve loved that part of my family most. 
The Bodrum relatives, the family home in Caria. And when 
I was a young man at university in France the Ottoman 
Empire’s fi rst socialist party was founded – an Armenian 
party, with independence from the Ottomans as its goal. For 
the fi rst time I could stop feeling ashamed around the French 
students who compared their tradition of revolution to my 
despotic empire. Though even then I understood the world 
well enough to hold these loyalties in my heart, not on my 
tongue. 

– That’s why Mehmet made me stop you talking about 
Scylax.

– Yes. I knew that was what had happened. Scylax the 
seafarer who was sent on the greatest of adventures by the 
Persians, just as I was given permission to excavate the most 
astonishing site by the Ottoman authorities. We take from the 
Empire what it has to give – but in the end, our loyalties are 
with the people we loved fi rst, love most deeply. As Scylax 
ended his days writing a heroic account of the Carian rebel 
prince Heraclides, so one day I’ll write of my Armenian cous-
ins, the ones braver than me who lived their life in rebellion 
regardless of the cost. 

– You mustn’t speak like this.
– I’ve never said any of it before. Only to you. 
He unclasped his hands, touched her for the second time at 

the jut of her wrist bone, and her pulse leapt as though the 
touch had travelled all the way through bone and into her 
blood. Then he clasped his hands again, stepped even further 
away, and said nothing else. 

The ferry docked; an elderly English couple was among the 
fi rst to disembark; they greeted Viv as though she were their 
long-lost daughter. 

Thank you, we’ll take care of her from here, the Englishman 
said to Tahsin Bey when Viv introduced them. The suspicion in 
his voice was unmistakable, and it was for this reason that Viv 
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went up on her toes to kiss Tahsin Bey’s cheek. He didn’t 
embrace her in return, but instead whispered in her ear – a 
promise, a proposition, a caution:

– When the war ends, Vivian Rose.
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