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Who are you, sirs? From what port have you sailed over the highways of the sea? Is yours a trading venture, or are you cruising the main on chance, like roving pirates, who risk their lives to ruin other people?

—Homer, The Odyssey, tenth century B.C.

Piracy, like crime on terra firma, has its great syndicates and its petty criminals. On the high seas, neither is an easy catch . . . No one, apart from ship owners, their crews and insurers, appears to notice that pirates are assaulting ships at a rate unprecedented since the glorious days when pirates were “privateers” protected by their national governments . . . Piracy is a historical problem . . . It is rooted in these societies . . . Despite all the information now available on piratical attacks, there are hardly any cases where these attackers are arrested and brought to trial. Piracy is a high-profit, low-risk activity.

—Charles Glass, The New Piracy, A.D. 2003
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Extract from the Family Tree of Marcus Didius Falco
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PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS

Relations (see also Family Tree)

M. Didius Falco, an informer on summer vacation

Helena Justina, catching up on her holiday reading

Julia Junilla and Sosia Favonia, their children, struggling for attention

Albia, their British foster child, a treasure

Nux, Ajax, Argos, furry friends in need of training

Ma, rising to difficult situations

Pa (M. Didius Geminus), sinking to new depths

Junia, Falco’s sister: the irritating one

Gaius Baebius, her well-matched husband

Maia, another sister: the coping, caring one

Fulvius, an enigma whom nobody talks about

Cassius, a mystery nobody knows about

D. Camillus Verus, Helena’s father, an off-duty senator

Julia Justa, her mother, always on the alert over:

A. Camillus Aelianus  , her sons: who certainly need

and Q. Camillus Justinus, watching

Staff of the Daily Gazette, Rome

Holconius, the political reporter

Mutatus, the sports commentator

Diocles, fun correspondent; a family man

Vestina, his only family

The Vigiles

L. Petronius Longus,     on independent secondment (a maverick?)

Brunnus,     leader of the VI Cohort’s Ostia detachment; a rival

Marcus Rubella,     tribune of the IV Cohort, a thinking man

Fusculus, Passus, members of the IV, regular good lads

Virtus, a public slave, the vigiles’ Ostia clerk

Rusticus, the vigiles recruiting officer

Persons about town in Ostia

Landlady, double booking

Titus, her slave, a liability

Caninus, a naval attaché; a drinking man

Privatus,     president of the builders’ guild; fraternizing with Petro

Staff of the Damson Flower 

Hotel, the Venus, the Clam, 

the Dolphin, the Aquarius, and 

other establishments

A fishmonger and his mother

Chaeron,     a funeral flautist, who will tackle anything

Colorful overseas businesspeople

Damagoras, an old Cilician, not necessarily a pirate

L*BO, his topiarist, slightly overpruned

Cratidas,     a violent Cilician, but innocent, honest

Lygon, another Cilician, but honest, really

Pullia,     a mother (from Cilicia) with a bad habit

Zeno, a neglected boy (from Cilicia)

Cotys,     an Illyrian, too scrupulous to be a pirate, he says

Theopompus, another Illyrian, in love—no, genuinely

The Illyrian, an intermediary

Antemon,     a sea captain who has never met a pirate

Banno, Aline,     ship’s owners, too scared to admit that piracy happens

Posidonius,     an importer, not so scared—but now regretting it

Rhodope,     his daughter, who thinks one Illyrian is wonderful

Lemnus from Paphos, just a concrete mixer



Ostia, Italy: August, A.D. 76 



I

If he chucks a stone, he’s done for,” muttered Petronius. “I’ll have the little tyke . . .”

It was a hot day along the waterfront at the mouth of the Tiber in Ostia. Petro and I had badly needed a drink. It was so hot we only made it to just outside the vigiles patrol house and into the first bar. This was a sad backtrack. Our principle had always been, “Never go into the first bar you see because it is bound to be rubbish.” For the past fifteen years or so, since we met in the queue to enlist for the legions, whenever we sought refreshment we had always strolled a good distance away from home and work, in case we were followed and found. Actually we had sat in numerous bars that were rubbish—but not many that were full of associates we wanted to avoid and very few that our women knew about.

Don’t get me wrong. We two were pious Romans with traditional values. Of course we admired our colleagues and adored our womenfolk. Just like old Brutus, any orator could say of us that Marcus Didius Falco and Lucius Petronius Longus were honorable men. And yes; the orator would make that claim with an irony even the most stupid mob would understand . . .

As you can see, in the heat I had drunk up too quickly. I was already rambling. Petronius, the experienced inquiry chief of the Fourth Cohort of Vigiles in Rome, was a measured man. He had his large hand clamped around his wine-shop beaker but his heavy right arm was currently at rest on the warm boards of our sidewalk table while he enjoyed a long, slow descent into tipsiness.

He was here after putting his name down for detached duty. It was a pleasant life—especially since the villain he was waiting for never turned up. I was here to look for someone else—though I had not told Petro.

Ostia, the port for Rome, was vibrant but its vigiles patrol house was falling apart and the bar outside was terrible. The place was little more than a shack leaning against the patrol-house wall. After a fire, the vigiles rankers would block the side street as they crowded around with mugs of liquor, desperate to soothe their raw throats and usually just as desperate to complain about their officers. At present the street was almost empty, so we could squat on two low stools at a tiny table with our legs stuck out across the sidewalk. There were no other customers. The day shift were having a lie-down in the squad house, hoping that nobody set fire to an oily pan in a crowded apartment, or if they did that nobody sounded the alarm.

Petro and I were discussing our work and our women. Being still capable of two things at once, Petronius Longus was also watching the boy. The little lad was too intent; he looked like trouble. A giggling group would be annoying enough. But if this loner did hurl a rock through the doorway of the patrol house, then shout abuse and run away, he would run straight into my old friend.

Mind you, he was only about seven. Petronius would probably not break his arms or legs.

After Petronius had narrowed his eyes and watched for a while, he carried on talking. “So how’s your billet, Falco?”

He was teasing and I scoffed, “I can see why you don’t want to stay in it!”

Petro had been assigned a room inside the Ostia patrol house. He refused to occupy it, but had loaned the grim cell to me this week. We two had had our fill of barracks life when we were in the Second Augusta, our legion in Britain. Even marching camps in that remote province had been better organized than this dump. Ostia was mainly a four-month assignment, on rotation among the seven Rome cohorts; the provision was constantly under review, and it showed.

Off the Decumanus Maximus a short way inside the Rome Gate, the buildings had been thrown up in a hurry three decades ago when Claudius built his new harbor. He first brought some of the rough-and-ready urban cohorts to guard the spanking new warehouses. Fires in the granaries subsequently caused a rethink; they had upped the provision and replaced the urbans, who were general troops, with the more professional vigiles, who were specialist firefighters. Rome’s vital corn supply ought to be safe with them, the people would be fed, the city would be free from riots, and everyone would love the Emperor, who had arranged it all.

The same happened here as in Rome: while on fire watch, especially at night, the vigiles found themselves apprehending not just arsonists but every kind of criminal. Now they policed the port and kept an eye on the town. The Ostians were still trying to get used to it.

Petronius, who knew how to run rings around his superiors, only got involved in day-to-day issues when it suited him. His special operation had no time limit, so he had brought his family with him. Nowadays Petro cohabited with my sister Maia, who had four children, and in Ostia he had a young daughter of his own with whom he wanted contact. To house them all he had managed to fiddle the loan of a mansion, borrowed from a very wealthy local contact of the vigiles. I had not yet worked out the angle there. But as a result, his unwanted room in the patrol house was mine. Lucky me.

“This squadron coop has well outlived its usefulness,” I grumbled. “It’s too small, it’s dark, it’s cramped, plus it’s full of bad memories of villains who have been dragged in through the gate and never seen again. The latrine stinks. There is no cookhouse. Equipment is left all over the exercise yard because every detachment thinks if they are only here for four months they can leave it rotting there for the next group to tidy up.”

“Yes, and there’s mold in a big cistern underground,” Petronius agreed cheekily.

“Oh, thanks. Don’t tell my mother you have stuck me above some stagnant sink.”

“I won’t tell your mother,” he promised, “if you promise not to tell your wife.” He was frightened of Helena Justina. Quite rightly. My high-rank sweetheart had much stricter morals than most senators’ daughters and she knew how to express her views. Petronius faked a contrite look. “Well, the room is rough and I’m sorry, Marcus. But you’re not staying long, are you?”

“Of course not, Lucius, old pal.”

I was lying. Lucius Petronius had welcomed me as if I had just come on a visit to see how he was. I was withholding news of my own commission in Ostia. Last year, when the Emperor sent me to Britain on some murky Palace errands, Petro had followed me out there. Only by chance did I learn that he was the lead player in a serious hunt for a major gangster. It still rankled that he had kept quiet. Now I was paying him back.

He drank his wine. Then he winced. I nodded. It was a filthy vintage.

Without a word, Petronius stood up. I stayed put. He walked slowly over to the little lad, who was still motionless outside the gate. They were about five strides from me.

“Hello, there.” Petro sounded friendly enough. “What are you up to?”

The small boy had a thin body under a worn tunic. It was fairly clean, a muddy shade, a size too big for him, with one sleeve of a white undertunic showing. He did not look like a native of Ostia. It was impossible to tell his nationality, but the layers of clothes suggested Mediterranean; only crazies from the north strip off in the heat. He wore no belt, though he had beaten-up brown sandals with their straps curled by age. His hair was too long and there were dark circles under his eyes. But he had been fed. He was fit. His was the normal look of a lad from the artisan classes, maybe required to work hard at the family trade and then allowed to stay up far too late on long summer nights.

He stared up at Petronius Longus. What the boy saw was a big man waiting silently with a friendly expression, someone who might throw a beanbag about in an alley with the local children. The boy seemed streetwise yet clearly unaware that this was an officer whose slam-bang interrogation methods were a legend. All vigiles are hard, but Petronius could persuade incorrigible criminals to bleat out damning evidence against their favorite brothers. He could make them do it even if the brothers were innocent, although mostly he did prefer confessions of real guilt.

“What’s your name?” I heard him ask.

“Zeno.” The worst Zeno would suspect was an approach from a pervert. He looked the kind who knew to yell loudly and run.

“I am Petronius. So what’s up, Zeno?”

Zeno said something, very quietly. Then Petro offered his hand and the boy took it. They walked over to me. I was already dropping coins on the table to pay for our wine. I had heard the boy’s answer, and I knew what my friend would do.

“Falco, Zeno says that his mummy won’t wake up.” Petronius hid his foreboding. “Shall we go and see what has happened to her?”

From long experience, he and I reckoned that we knew.



II

The boy led us, with Petronius still gripping his grubby little hand. We walked along the Decumanus Maximus. Ostia was a long habitation, so it had a long and very hot main street. As a major route for trade commodities, it was already packed with an endless line of carts jostling their way out of town, in order to arrive in Rome at sunset as the daily ban on wheeled vehicles ended. We were walking against the traffic. They were heading toward Victory Square and the Rome Gate. In our direction, far ahead and way beyond the Forum, lay the Marine Gate and the open sea. Roads to our left passed through mixed habitation toward the Laurentine Gate, the exit into the lovely countryside on which our forefather Aeneas set his sights. Short roads to the right led to the Tiber. It would be chock-full of boats and ferries, bound for the markets and the great Emporium. Beyond the Tiber lay another road to Rome, which would also be jammed with laden transports, those too all trundling toward the Golden City on the Transtiberina side.

“You’re not from hereabouts,” Petronius probed. “So where is home, Zeno?” Zeno had been trained to look dumb or daft. “Far away?” This time the child let himself nod. “Did you come on a ship?” Too specific: Zeno relapsed into vagueness.

Petro glanced at me over Zeno’s head, then stopped asking. Questions would be better when we had seen whether the unresponsive mother had been battered by her husband or lover or whether (less likely) she had just faded away in her sleep from some natural illness.

We passed the Theater. Opposite that tight-arsed Augustan edifice were various old monuments and guild assembly rooms. Then came a podium holding a neat row of four little temples, all elderly in style, just before the approach road to the massive granary built by Claudius. We stayed on the Decumanus to the end of that block. Then the boy turned right, facing the river. He stopped in front of what had once been a fortified gatehouse, when Ostia was much smaller and much, much older. This would have been the boundary wall of the original settlement. It probably dated back to the supposed founding of the port by Ancus Martius, one of the traditional Kings of Rome. They built to last in those ancient times, using massive square blocks. The stolid gate, made redundant when the town expanded, had now been redeveloped into shops. Above them were a couple of rooms rented to visiting foreigners.

Petronius left Zeno with me; he made a brief inquiry at one of the shops, then went up alone by an outside stair. I sat on the curb alongside the child, who meekly squatted by me.

“Who told you to come to the vigiles for help, Zeno?” I asked nonchalantly, as we pulled in our feet in front of a heavy cart full of marble blocks.

“Lygon told me, If anyone ever doesn’t wake up, the vigiles will want to know.”

Lygon instantly became a key suspect. “Is he one of the family?”

“My uncle.” The child looked embarrassed. There are uncles and uncles. Some uncles are no relation, as children understand.

“Where is he at the moment?”

“Gone away on business.”

“When do you think he will come back?” 

Zeno shrugged. No surprises there.

Petronius stuck his head out of a window on the top story.

“Come up here, Falco.” He sounded annoyed, not like a man who had just found a domestic tragedy. “You can bring the boy.”

“Sounds as if your mother is all right, Zeno.” We went up.

The gatehouse contained a warren of small rooms, all kept cool by its massive construction. Zeno lived in a cheap let, a single airless room with no amenities. The mother was unconscious on what passed for a bed. It was the only one; Zeno must either sleep with her or on the floor.

She was from the scrag end of womanhood; we had suspected that. She was dressed, in several layers—a traveler who wore all her wardrobe, as a deterrent to theft. The folds of cloth were richer than I expected, though when sleeping it off she wore them in bedraggled swathes. Sprawled face-up on the mattress, she looked sour and middle-aged, but I guessed she was much younger and had fallen pregnant with Zeno in her teens. That was the type of ménage it was. “Uncle” Lygon would be her latest lover; we could guess what he was like: some scrounging swine who was now playing the big fellow in a wine shop by the port. Presumably they both liked a tipple. Zeno’s mother had imbibed so much she had passed out cold. I guessed that was yesterday.

“Drunk as a dog.” Petronius (a cat man) closed her drooling mouth with his thumb. This was a gesture to spare her young son. He wiped his thumb on his tunic at thigh level, with an expression of weary distaste. Much of his working life had been spent among this sad level of society, and he despaired of it.

Had the child been any older, that would have ended our interest. Instead, since my sister was only around the corner in the loaned house, Petro made me stay at the gatehouse while he fetched Maia to sit with the mother until she came around. We would look after Zeno.

Maia was furious to be given this task—but she had children herself. We took Zeno to play with her brood; Petro and I claimed that both of us would need to supervise them. Cursing, Maia stayed behind. Two hours later the woman revived. Maia came home with a ripe black eye, cuffed Zeno around the ears, told him to go and keep his mama out of trouble, then made us feel guilty all that evening.

“Your lush is called Pullia. The family come from Soli, wherever that is. There’s a man no one ever sees much. Pullia is dumped on her own while he goes out and has his fun; she’s bored, but she never leaves the apartment. The child roams the streets. A neighbor in the cushion shop told me.”

“That’s more than I found out,” Petro soothed her admiringly. “I didn’t even notice that it was a cushion shop!”

“Eyesight qualifications don’t apply to the vigiles? Drop the flattery.” Maia and Petro were in love. Happiness had failed to soften the cut and thrust of their repartee. Maia distrusted men who tried to ingratiate themselves and Petro was finding out fast just what he had fallen for.

They were made for each other—though that did not mean this relationship would last. Petronius had always sought out fair-haired women previously—apart from his ex-wife. Arria Silvia looked a little like Maia, who was dark and smart, with a fiery temper and a brisk manner even when nothing had offended her. My Helena reckoned Petro had married Silvia because Maia was married herself at the time and refused to look at him. I knew Petro, and I could not believe it, but I saw the similarity.

“Do the tipsy family pay their rent?” he asked Maia, pretending he was only making conversation.

“Find out for yourself,” snarled Maia, as she prodded her battered cheekbone.

She was my favorite sister. I made sure Petronius applied soothing liniment to her eye as soon as Maia calmed down enough for him to get near her. I wouldn’t risk it myself.

The feckless folk from Soli were a typical splash of color in the hectic marine society of Ostia. The place was awash with temporary visitors from all ends of the Empire. Attached in some way to nautical trade, they stayed weeks or months, awaiting a cargo, awaiting a payment, awaiting a friend, awaiting a passage. Some found work, though mostly the locals had the jobs and clung on to them. Now that Pullia had had a meeting with officialdom, her little group would probably be up and off.

I was off myself, back to the patrol house. I could have stayed to dinner. The moneybags who had lent Petro the house had left his slaves behind, in accordance with the hospitality rules of the rich. They served up regular meals of excellent quality, for which Petronius was not billed. “The food is here—eat, don’t let it go to waste!” the steward urged. No one needed to be told twice.

It was not for me, however. I was hoping that Helena would arrive that evening. The patrol house was somewhere no well-brought-up young lady would want to find herself alone.



III

A donkey cart was standing outside the gate: Helena had already arrived.

She was just inside the entrance, keeping her cloak tightly around her. In late July it was far too hot for cloaks, but a respectable woman’s duty is to be uncomfortable in public. The Sixth Cohort duty boys would not have interfered with her, but nobody made her welcome either. The vigiles rankers are ex-slaves, doing a horrid job as the quick route to citizenship; their officers are citizens, normally ex-legionaries, but few and far between.

Helena glanced around the quadrangle, with its many shadowed doorways; they led to equipment stores, the bare cells where the men slept, and the offices where they skillfully brought pressure to bear on witnesses. Even the entrance to the shrine at the far end looked forbidding. As harsh voices sounded loudly from indoors, she flinched. Helena Justina was a tall, spirited girl, who could always fend off trouble by citing her position as a senator’s daughter—but she preferred to avoid the trouble in the first place. I had taught her some tactics. She disguised her nervousness, though she was glad to see me.

“Luckily no suspects are screaming in agony just at this moment,” I teased, acknowledging the atmosphere that hung over the yard, especially at dusk. We went to the room I had been using. The false excuse was to fetch my belongings; the true one was to greet my lady privately. I had not seen her for a week. Since everyone I knew swore that she was bound to leave me one day, I had to reinforce my feelings. Besides, I liked getting excited when Helena showed her affection for me.

Even we felt too uneasy there to dally. I promised greater relaxation at an apartment I had found for us.

“Aren’t we staying with Lucius and Maia?” Helena was fond of them both.

“Not likely. Petro has been loaned a flash mansion by a damned construction magnate.”

“What’s wrong with that?” Helena was smiling. She knew me.

“I hate handouts.” She nodded; I knew she too preferred our family to live quietly, with no obligations to patrons. Most of Rome operates on favors; we two had always made our own way. “But we can go and have a free dinner!” There were limits to my high-mindedness.

Back at the town house, Petro and Maia were already eating in one of their host’s frescoed dining rooms. He had several. This was made airy by folding doors, currently flung open onto a small garden, where a tiled turquoise niche housed a sea god statue. A child’s hat was hanging on his conch shell. Small sandals, clay animals, and a homemade chariot littered the garden area.

Space was quickly made for us on the large, cushion-strewn couches. Maia gave us a calculating look, as she rearranged the children: Marius, Cloelia, Ancus, and little Rhea, who were aged between twelve and six, all four of them bright as new carpentry nails, together with Petro’s quiet daughter Petronilla, who must be about ten.

“Are you staying or what?” demanded my sister. She and I came from a large, loud, quarrelsome family whose members spent much effort avoiding one another.

“No, we’ve taken a holiday apartment, just the other side of the Decumanus,” I reassured her.

Maia did not want us cluttering up her already busy household, but she went into a huff. “Suit yourselves!”

Petronius came back from stabling Helena’s luggage cart. “It looks as if you’ve come for the rest of the season by the amount you have brought!” he said.

“Oh, it’s holiday reading.” Helena smiled calmly. “I was rather behind with the Daily Gazette, so my father has lent me his old copies.”

“Three sacks of scrolls?” Petro asked her, in disbelief. Clearly he had poked through Helena’s luggage without shame.

Everyone knew that the strange girl I had chosen would rather have her nose in literature than tend to her two little daughters or walk to the corner market for a mullet and some gossip like a normal Aventine wife. Helena Justina was more likely to neglect me because she was deep in a new Greek play than because she was having a fling with another man. She did tend our daughters in her own fashion; Julia, at three, was already being taught her alphabet. Fortunately I liked eccentric women and was not afraid of forward children. Or so I thought so far.

Helena fixed her gaze on me. “The news all looks rather dull at the moment. The imperial family are at their country estates for the summer—and even Infamia has taken a holiday.”

Infamia was the pseudonym of whoever compiled the salacious scandal about senators’ wives having affairs with jockeys. I happened to know that Infamia was shifty and unreliable—and if he really had taken a holiday, he had forgotten to clear the dates with his employers.

“If there’s no scandal,” Maia announced crisply, “then there’s absolutely no point in reading the Gazette.”

Helena smiled. She hated me being devious and was trying to force me to say what I knew. “Infamia must have a hotspot villa somewhere. Think of all his payoffs from people who don’t want their secrets told. What do you think, Marcus?”

“Are we missing something?” Maia hated to be left out. She sounded tetchy. Nothing new in that.

“Falco, you rat. Are you down here on one of your crackpot investigations?” demanded Petronius, also catching on.

“Lucius, my dearest and oldest friend, when I am commissioned for work, crazy or sane, I shall report it to you immediately—”

“You are on a job!”

“I just denied it, Petro.”

Petro turned to Maia. “Your tight-lipped bastard brother is hiding a commission in his hairy armpit.” He scowled at me, then gave his attention to capturing a tureen of gingered shellfish the children had been scooping up like ravenous gulls. He had to deal with the squeals as they watched him emptying all the good bits into his own food bowl.

“What job?” Maia quizzed me rudely.

“Secret. Clause in my contract says, ‘Don’t tell your nosy sister or that interfering boyfriend of hers.’” I relieved Petro of his trophy and served Helena and myself the last prawns.

Maia snatched one from my bowl. “Grow up, Marcus!”

Ah, family life. I wondered if the man I had come to look for had any close relations. When you are looking for motives, never neglect the simple one.



IV

Helena and I had one evening to ourselves. We made the most of it. Tomorrow we would be joined by Albia, a young girl from Britain who took care of our children while we tried to take care of her. Albia had had a poor start in life; running around after Julia and Favonia took her mind off it—in theory. She had experience of family travel from when we brought her to Italy from Londinium, but controlling a toddler and a growing infant on a two-hour jaunt in a cart would be a challenge.

“Are we sure Albia can find her way here all on her own?” I sounded wary, but not too critical.

“Settle down, Falco. My brother is bringing her.”

“Quintus?”

“No, Aulus. Quintus stays with Claudia and the baby.” Gaius Camillus Rufius Constantinus, our new nephew aged two months, was making his presence felt. The world and all the planets revolved around this baby. It could be why Helena’s other brother was very keen to leave the family home. “Aulus is coming on his way to university. He expressed an interest in law; Papa seized the moment and Aulus is being packed off to Athens.”

“Greece! And studying? We are talking about Aelianus?” Aulus Camillus Aelianus was the unmarried son of a senator, with money in his pocket and a carefree outlook; I could not see him gravely attending jurisprudence lectures under a fig tree at an antique university. His Greek was awful, for one thing. “Can’t he be a lawyer in Rome?” That would be more useful to me. Expert knowledge for which I did not have to pay was always welcome.

“Athens is the best place.” Well, it was traditionally the place to send awkward Romans who did not quite fit in.

I chuckled. “Are we certain he is going? Do you and I have to check that he goes on the boat?” At a little short of thirty, the favorite pursuits of the noble Aulus Camillus Aelianus were hunting, drinking, and gymnastics—all done to excess. There must be other, equally vigorous and disreputable habits, which I tried not to discover. That way, I could assure his parents I knew of no nasty secrets.

“This is a serious shock for my parents,” Helena rebuked me. “One of their children can at last be mentioned at respectable dinner parties.”

I held back the jokes. Their daughter had left home to live with a lowlife—me. Now that Helena and I had daughters of our own I understood just what that meant.

As parents we had better things to do than talk about Aulus. Freed for once from the threat of little visitors in the bedroom, we tested out our apartment with passion. I had hired one of the identical room-sets in a small block set around a courtyard with a well. There were balconies on the street side, for show; tenants could not access them. All around us were other visiting families; we could hear their voices and the knocking of furniture, but since we did not know them we did not have to care if they were listening in.

We managed not to break the bed. I hate being at a disadvantage when the landlord comes to check the fixtures and fittings schedule before he lets you leave.

After a short deep sleep, I awoke abruptly. Helena was facedown and dreaming beside me, pressed closely to my side. I lay with my right arm along her long bare back, my fingers lightly splayed. If there had been a pillow, it had gone missing. My head was back, my chin up. As always at the very start of a mission, my brain was full of busy thoughts.

I had been hired to find the absent Daily Gazette scribe. It was a mission I was foolish to take on, like most jobs I do. The only advantage to this one was that there were no dead bodies—or so I reassured myself.

As I lay quiet, I thought back to how it had started. Back in Rome, the request first came obliquely via the imperial secretariats. There was a top man there called Claudius Laeta, who sometimes gave me business; the business always turned sour, so I was glad that Laeta’s name was not attached to this. Well, not obviously. You could never be sure, with that smooth swine. 

At home two weeks ago, someone on the Palatine had recommended my investigative skills to the scribblers at the Gazette. A scared little public slave was sent to sound me out; he wasn’t telling me much, because he knew nothing. I was intrigued. If this problem had any significance, then as Chief of Correspondence, Claudius Laeta should have been made aware of it: the Daily Gazette was the official mouthpiece of the government. In fact, when the slave appeared in my office being secretive, one attraction was the delicious idea that scribes at the Gazette might be trying to work a flanker on Laeta.

There was something that would make me even happier than going behind Laeta’s back: putting one over on Anacrites, the Chief Spy. That glorious hope seemed a possibility. If there was a hitch at the Daily Gazette, then, like Laeta, Anacrites ought to have been told about it. His role was protecting the Emperor, and the Gazette existed nowadays to burnish the Emperor’s name.

Anacrites was away at his villa on the Bay of Neapolis. He had told my mother, whose lodger he had been briefly, and she had passed it on to me so I would be jealous of his prosperity. Stuff his prosperity. Anacrites upset me just by talking to Ma, and he knew it. What he did not know, apparently, was that the scribes who produced the Gazette were asking for expert assistance. He was away, so they had come to me. I liked that.

Initially I was only told by the messenger that there was a problem with an employee. Even so, curiosity grabbed me; I told the little slave I would be happy to help, and would call at the Gazette offices that same afternoon.

In Rome I worked from an office at my own house on the Embankment, just under the cliff side of the Aventine Hill. At this period of my informing career, I had two younger assistants nominally, Helena’s brothers, Aulus and Quintus. Both had their own preoccupations, so I was on my own with the Gazette inquiry. I felt relaxed; it had all the signs of a nice little escapade that I could handle blindfolded.

That fine day two weeks ago, therefore, after my usual lunch with Helena, I had taken a pleasant walk to the Forum. There I did some preliminary homework. Most jobs came to me without warning; this time, it was good not to have to make the usual snap decision about accepting the work.

At the column where the news is hung up daily, a handful of idlers were telling one another utter nonsense about chariot-racing. These time-wasters could not decide which way four horses were facing, let alone work out the odds on the Blues making a comeback with that snotty driver they unwisely bought and their new quartet of knock-kneed grays. In front of the column, a solitary slave stood copying headings, using big letters for his extracts so it would fill his tablet and look good. His master was most likely an overfed slug in a palanquin who never read the stuff anyway. When I say “read,” I mean “had it read to him.”

It was late in the day for perusing the column. People who needed to keep up to date would have acquired the news hours ago. Fashionable politicos would want to start outmaneuvering their rivals before the rivals were up and networking. Adulterers would have to invent a good alibi before their spouses were awake. Even innocent householders liked to be abreast of the edicts: Helena Justina’s father always sent along his secretary in time for him to bury himself in his copy over breakfast. That, I was sure, had nothing to do with Decimus Camillus wanting to avoid conversation with his noble wife as he blearily ate his nice white morning rolls.

I checked today’s familiar list. Most just made me yawn. Who cares about the number of births and deaths recorded in the city yesterday, or money paid into the Treasury and statistics relating to the corn supply? The election lists stink. Occasionally I found an intriguing nugget among the magistrates’ edicts, wills of famous people, and reports of trials—though not often. The Acta Diurna was instituted to list the doings of the Senate—tedious decrees and toadying acclamations; automatically I skipped that. I sometimes consulted the court circular, if I needed to see the Emperor and did not want to waste time hanging around on the Palatine only to learn he had gone to his granny’s villa for a festival.

Now I skipped to the end, the most popular section. Here would be: prodigies and marvels (the usual lightning strikes and calves born with three heads); notice of the erection of new public buildings (hmm); conflagrations (everyone loves a good blaze in a temple); funerals (for the old women); sacrifices (ditto); the program of any public games (for everyone; the most consulted section); and privately submitted advertisements from snobs who wanted the whole world to know they had a daughter newly engaged to a tribune (boring! well, boring unless you had once flirted with the daughter) (or with the tribune). At last I reached the best bit: what the scribes discreetly call “amatory adventures.” Scandal—with the names of the parties robustly revealed, because we are an open city. Deceived husbands need to be told what is going on, lest they be charged with condoning it, which is statutory pimping. And the rest of us like a bit of fun.

I was disappointed. Where the gossip should be was just a note that Infamia, the columnist, was on holiday. He often was “on holiday.” Everyone always joked about it. Let’s be blunt: it was thought that senators’ wives whose affairs he discovered sometimes gave him a free ride to shut him up, but the senators who knew about it then hired thugs to track down Infamia—and the thugs sometimes caught him. “On holiday” meant our scandalmonger was laid up with wounds again.

With no juicy stories to delay me further, soon I was being interviewed by the rather dour scribes who run the news service. Or so they thought. I had more experience. In reality, I was interviewing them.

There were two: Holconius and Mutatus. They looked about fifty, worn-out by years of deploring modern life. Holconius, the elder and presumably senior, was a seamy, thin-featured stylus-pusher who last smiled when the story came in about the Empress Messalina plying her trade in a brothel. Mutatus was still more po-faced. I bet he never even chuckled when the Divine Claudius pronounced his edict that farting was legal at dinner parties.

“Let’s go through your problem,” I probed, fetching out a note-tablet. It made them nervous so I held the waxed pages upon my knee, with the stylus at rest. They told me they had “lost contact” with one of their number whose name, they said, was Diocles. I nodded, trying to give the impression I had heard, and of course solved, such mysteries before. “How long has he been missing?”

“He is not exactly missing,” Holconius demurred. I could have scoffed, Well why call me in then? But those who work for the Emperor, putting an imperial gloss on events—skewing everything to look good—have a special way with words. Holconius had to send everything he wrote for Palatine approval, even if it was a simple list of market days. He then had every pearly phrase redrafted by some idiot until its impact was killed. So I let him be pedantic—this time. “We do know where he went,” he murmured.

“And that was?”

“To stay with a relative in Ostia. An aunt, he said.”

“That’s what he told you?” I assumed “aunt” was the new term for fancy woman, but I thought no worse than that. “And he never came back?” So the fancy woman was tasty. “Is this unusual?”

“He is a little unreliable.”

Since no details were supplied, I embroidered it myself: “He is lazy, drunk, feckless, he forgets to be where he should be, and he’s always letting people down—”

“Why—do you know him?” interrupted Mutatus, sounding surprised.

“No.” I knew plenty like him. Especially scribes. “So the job for me is: go to Ostia, find the bonny Diocles, sober him up if he’ll let me, then bring him back?” Both of the scribes nodded. They seemed relieved. I had been gazing at my note-tablet; now I looked up. “Is he in trouble?”

“No.” Holconius still hardly raised a sweat.

“Any trouble,” I repeated quietly. “At work, involving work, trouble with women, trouble with money, health worries?”

“None that we know of.”

I considered possibilities. “Was he working on a particular story?”

“No, Falco.” I reckoned Holconius was telling me the big fibs. Well, he was the political hack; Holconius, I knew, took the shorthand notes in the Senate, so untruths were his stock-in-trade. Mutatus just listed this month’s program for the games. He could do stupid inaccuracy with effortless grace, but he was weaker on pure lies.

“And what section of the Gazette would Diocles normally produce?”

“Does it matter?” asked Mutatus quickly.

I deduced it was relevant, but I said sweetly, “Probably not.”

“We do want to be helpful.” Reluctance filled his tone.

“I would like to be fully informed.” Innocent charm filled mine.

“Diocles writes the lighthearted items,” stated Holconius. He looked even more somber than before. As the edict reporter, he disapproved of anything light.

I could tell that before I arrived today Holconius and Mutatus had held detailed conversations about how much to confide in me. I worked out what that meant. “So your absentee writes the shock-and-horror society news?”

The two scribes looked resigned. “‘Infamia’ is the pseudonym of Diocles,” Holconius confirmed.

Even before they admitted it, I wanted the job.



V

In my first week of inquiries in Ostia, I made a slow start. I reported my lack of progress to Helena, the morning after she arrived.

“If Diocles’ landlady is his real aunt, I’m the back legs of a Syrian camel.”

Helena and I were eating fresh bread and figs, sitting on a bale near a ferry that took workers to and fro between the main town and the new port. We had risen fairly early. We were entertained by a stream of loaders, negotiators, customs men, and sneak thieves going to the port for their morning’s work. Eventually a host of newly landed merchants were ferried in, along with other foreigners in multicolored hues, looking bemused. The merchants, fired with know-how, raced straight for the hired mules. Once they realized all the transport had been taken, the general travelers milled around aimlessly; some asked us the way to Rome, which we pretended we had never heard of. If they were persistent we pointed out the road to take, and assured them they could easily walk it.

“You are being childish, Marcus.”

“I’ve been sent on fifteen-mile hikes by horrible locals in foreign parts.” I had been deliberately misdirected by roadsweepers in Rome too. “You thought of it first.”

“Let’s hope we never see them again.”

“Don’t fret. I’ll explain you are a senator’s daughter, brought up in ignorance and luxury, and have no idea of distance, direction, or time.”

“And I’ll say you’re a swine!”

“Oink.”

Our room nearby came with neither a breakfast menu nor a slave to serve it up. The accommodation had a bucket for the well and a couple of empty lamps, but not so much as a food bowl. One reason we were out and about was to buy basics for picnics before Albia and the children arrived. My little daughters might be fobbed off with “Let’s all go hungry for fun on this holiday!” but Albia was a ravenous teenage girl; she turned nasty unless fed every three hours.

At least we were in the commercial hub of the Empire. That helped with the shopping. Imported goods were piled in mounds everywhere and helpful negotiators were only too happy to drag items from the bales and sell them cheaply. Some actually had a connection with that cargo; one or two might even pass the price to the owner. I had already bought some winecups an hour ago, and thus considered my part done. There was no need to order up amphorae; provision had been put in hand by me. Helena pointed out that after a mere week on my own I had reverted to the classic informer. I now reckoned a room was fully furnished if it contained a bed and a drink, with a woman as an optional extra. Food was something to snatch at a street caupona while on watch.

So far I had nobody to watch. My case was going nowhere.

“You found out where Diocles was living, though?” Helena asked, after finishing a mouthful of fresh bread.

I picked olives from a cone of old scroll papyrus. “A hired room near the Marine Gate.”

“So staying ‘with his aunt’ was a fiction. He is not with his family?”

“No. Commercial landlady of the forbidding kind.”

“And how did you discover her?”

“The scribes knew the street name. Then I knocked on doors. The landlady soon popped out of her hidey-hole, because Diocles had left owing rent and she wanted it. Her story matches what the scribes already told me—Diocles arrived here about two months ago, seemed set to stay for the summer season, but vanished without warning after about four weeks, abandoning all his stuff. It came to light because the Gazette had an arrangement to send a runner once a week to pick up copy. The runner couldn’t find Diocles.”

Helena gurgled happily. “A weekly runner? So is there plenty of scandal at Ostia?”

“I’d say Diocles just sits at the seaside and giggles as he makes it up. Half the people he libels are away themselves and never hear about it, luckily for him.”

Helena licked her fingers. “You paid the rent he owed and obtained his baggage?”

“No chance! I’m not paying some truant’s rent, especially for a room he hasn’t occupied.”

“The woman has not relet the room?”

“Oh, she relet all right. I refused to pay, and I’ve sent to the Gazette.”

“For the money? She shouldn’t be paid twice.” I explained to Helena that port landladies traditionally double-charge, under an edict that dates back to when Aeneas first landed and was put up at a ludicrous rate in a fisherman’s spare room. Helena still looked disapproving, but now she disapproved of me. “Be sensible. I am trying to take an interest in your work, Marcus.”

I gazed at her. I loved her very much. I pulled her closer, paused, carefully wiped olive oil from my lips, then kissed her tenderly. “I have sent for a very stern docket which will say I am to be allowed to take away Diocles’ property as it belongs to the state.”

“The landlady will already have searched it; she knows it is dirty undertunics,” Helena demurred. She was still clasped to my chest. Passing stevedores whistled.

“Then she will be impressed that the state is so interested in this man’s underwear.”

“You think there may be something more useful in his luggage?”

“I was brought up rough,” I said, “and I confess to some fetishes, but so far I have not sunk so low that I go sniffing at people’s old tunic stains.”

“You want note-tablets.” Helena Justina snuggled against my shoulder and was silent for a while, watching the ferry. “Pages of helpfully scribbled clues.”

Eventually, because she knew I was waiting for it, she murmured with polite curiosity, “My darling—what fetishes?”



VI

The arrival of our children occupied the rest of the morning. Aulus and I had a jocular chat about his planned trip to Athens while Helena and Albia talked gravely about why the dog seemed off-color. The girls toddled and crawled around on their own, looking for things to destroy in their new home. The dog, Nux, raced with them for a while then tired of the frenzy and hid under a bed.

There was a lot to unpack. Everyone tried to avoid being the fool who ended up doing it. The person who sorts out the luggage on arrival always gets blamed for everything other people have left behind.

Yes, of course it is unfair. Life is unfair. After ten years as an informer, that was the one philosophical certainty I still held.

For Aulus, two hours in a hot cart with a cantankerous mule, supervising my retinue, had used up all his reserves. A fit and thickset young fellow who should have had endless energy, he soon put his feet up on a window ledge and fell asleep. Before he dropped off, he handed me the docket from the scribes, which gave me authority to obtain Diocles’ possessions. Aulus declined to take an interest in reclaiming the loot.

I would have thought he was staying behind because he had taken a fancy to Albia, but she was far too young for him, and had a past too full of uncertainties for a conservative like Aulus. She came from Britain; she had been found in a gutter as a baby, during the Rebellion. She might be graced with Roman parentage—but equally might not. No one would ever know, so in society she was damned. As for Aulus, he had lost an heiress when his onetime fiancée, Claudia Rufina, married his brother instead; he was now determined only to cast his big brown eyes on a gilt-edged virgin with a line of pickled ancestors and moneybags to match.

Albia might have had a crush on him, had she not suffered serious abuse before we rescued her. She avoided men now. Well, that was what I told myself, though, for all we knew when we took her in, her past might have made her promiscuous. Helena had faith in the girl. That was good enough for me.

Domestic anxieties would once not have troubled me. Once, I had no ties. My only worries were how to pay the rent and whether my mother had spotted my new girlfriend. Becoming a husband and father had doomed me to respectability. Single informers are proud to have a racy reputation, but I was so domestic now that I could not leave two unmarried persons alone without soul-searching.

Helena had no qualms. “If they were going to sleep together, they would have managed it on the way here.”

“What a shocking thought.” I hid a grin.

“Marcus, you are just startled that I still remember what you and I would have done.”

I reminisced nostalgically. Then I consoled myself, “Well, Albia hates men.”

“Albia thinks she hates men.”

I could foresee trouble in that.

“He is too fat,” commented Albia herself, coming in unexpectedly. How long had she been listening? She was a slender teenager with dark hair that could be Mediterranean and blue eyes that could be Celtic. Her Latin needed polish but Helena had that in hand. Soon Albia would pass for a freedwoman and the questions would stop. With any luck we could find her a husband with a good trade and she might even end up happy. Well, the husband might be happy. Albia had lost her childhood to isolation and neglect; that would always show.

“Who is?” asked Helena disingenuously.

“Your brother!” quipped Albia.

“My brother just has a heavy frame.”

“No.” Albia had reverted to her normal wounded seriousness. “And he is not serious about his life. He will come to a bad end.”

“Who will?” asked Aulus, appearing in the same doorway in turn.

“You will!” we all chorused.

Aulus showed his teeth. He drank too much red wine and he tried to eliminate the stains by scraping his fangs with emery powder. The teeth would fall out, but he no doubt believed they would look very pretty in the dentist’s discard dish. He had all the normal vanity of a lad-about- town—and enough cash to be a fool every time he went into an apothecary’s shop. At the moment he reeked of cassia. “A bad end? I hope so”—he leered salaciously—“with any luck in Greece!”

When he bothered to smile, Aulus Camillus acquired sudden good looks. It could have worried me, in relation to Albia. But we left them together anyway. For Helena and me, having someone to look after the children while we went out in tandem was too good a chance to miss.

It was a hot day and the walk to the Marine Gate took us plenty of time. We stayed in the shade, dodging off the Decumanus and down shady side streets wherever possible. For a pre-republican town, Ostia possessed a good grid system and we found our way through its quiet alleys easily. It was afternoon, siesta time. A few lunchtime bars were still serving extended snacks to regulars, with furtive sparrows pecking at leftovers from previous clients. Thin dogs slept against doorsteps and tethered mules stood with their heads down at water troughs, tails flicking listlessly as they pretended their owners had left them abandoned. The owners, like most people, were indoors. They were enjoying normal lunchtime life: a quick bread and sausage snack, or a fast hump with their best friend’s wife; aimless conversation with a pal; a game of draughts; asking for more credit from a loan shark; or a daily visit to an elderly father.

Helena and I walked around the back of the Forum and its associated public buildings; we passed fullers and temples, markets and inns, as we headed for the cooler breezes and the sound of gulls. I allowed Helena a rapid glance at the ocean vista, then dragged her to see the landlady. We knew that the woman would be sleeping and bad-tempered if we disturbed her, but at least at this time of day no whey-faced slave would inform us that the mistress was off out shopping or being beautified, or that she had gone somewhere miles away to pick a fight with her mother-in-law. A sleepy seaside afternoon, when the noon sun has baked the morning’s fish scales to papery transparency on the harbor wall and the cormorants are sunbathing, is the time to find people.

I watched Helena sum up the woman, who was broad-shouldered and florid and wore a plum-colored gown that was a little too long around the sandals, and a not-quite-matching stole. Her heavy gold earrings were in a hooped style and she had a snake bracelet with sinister glass eyes. Rouged cheeks and tinctured eyelids, with the color settled crudely in the creases, were clearly routine ornament (for her, not the bracelet snake). She was either a widow or it suited her to appear so. She was certainly not the helpless kind of widow. I would have accepted her as a client—though the prospect would not have excited me.

I knew from my previous visit that her manner was one of pleasant efficiency but she was out to make money. Play her right—and pay her far too much—and she would be all sweetness. She wanted no trouble, so on production of my docket she scowled heavily but did lead us to Diocles’ belongings. She was keeping them out in an old chicken shed. There were predictable results.

“I can see you are looking after everything.” No chickens now scratched around the tiny kitchen garden, but they had left mementos of the usual kind. There are worse things than feathers and chicken shit, but it seemed a crude repository.

“I am not a luggage dump.”

“No, of course not,” Helena assured her, soothingly. The woman had noted Helena’s clean vowels and consonants. Accustomed to sizing up would-be tenants, she was puzzled. I was an informer; my girlfriend should be a pert piece with a loud voice and a pushed-up bust. After six years together, Helena and I no longer explained. “Diocles had mentioned that he was coming to see relatives,” Helena murmured. “Do you know if he had any visitors, or contacted anyone in particular?”

“His room was in my building next door.” The landlady was proud that she owned a couple of houses, one where she lived herself and one variously let out to seasonal visitors. “He was free to come and go.”

“So you saw no one with him?”

“Not often. The slave from Rome, who alerted me that the man was missing, seemed the only one.” That was the slave who came to pick up Gazette copy. “So long as there is no trouble, I don’t pry.”

“Ah, you’re as helpful as a goat with three livers to a novice augury-taker,” I commented.

Helena caught the woman’s eye. “It has endless possibilities—but no obvious story to tell,” Helena explained, then both women sneered at my joke.

I busied myself with the baggage. There were unwashed tunics, as Helena had prophesied. I have smelled worse; public scribes who work in government offices do know how to use the baths. Diocles’ laundry had been sitting around for a month, then placed in a poultry hut. There was never a chance of sweet scents of balsam.

“Did you believe Diocles was in Ostia to work?” Helena had a quiet persistence, which people never felt able to challenge. The landlady hated answering so many questions, yet she was drawn in.

“He said so.”

“Did he tell you his occupation?”

“Some sort of record-keeping, I think.”

“Seems right.” I confirmed the half-lie, having dug out a bundle of note-tablets. They looked almost empty. Just my luck. Diocles was a scribe who kept everything in his head. Witnesses can be so selfish.

I did find one name. “There is someone down here called ‘Damagoras.’ Looks like an appointment . . . Do you know this Damagoras?”

“Never heard of him,” said the landlady. At least she was consistent.



VII

Helena and I walked slowly back. This time we went straight up the Decumanus. I was carrying the scribe’s laundry and other possessions, collected together in his cloak. Apart from the whiff, which was a strange mixture of male sweat and old mortar, being in possession of what was clearly a clothes bundle made us a muggers’ target. Dresswear is the most popular item for thieves. Half the vigiles’ casework comprises reports of filched tunics from changing rooms at the baths. I bet you didn’t know that.

Wrong! I bet you have been a victim at least once.

There is no such thing as a bathhouse with good security. Look no farther than the owners. Most proprietors are taking your ticket money with one hand while they feel the nap on your garments with the other, prior to a transfer of ownership. Many have a cousin who is a fuller. Your prized tawny tunic will be redyed bull’s blood red, making it impossible to identify, while you are still strigilling off your chosen body oil and moaning that the water isn’t hot enough. I take the dog to guard my togs. Since Nux guards clothes by lying on them, the disadvantage is that I get clean only to end up smelling like my dog. Nux is never clean. However, unlike one unfortunate man we passed in Ostia, I have never had to scuttle home naked, covering my assets with a borrowed hot-room water scoop.


OEBPS/images/ScandalTakesaH_Pvii.jpg
[

CYRENAICA

‘The Roman Mediterranean
R






OEBPS/images/ScandalTakesaH_Px.jpg
Ostia Environs






OEBPS/images/ScandalTakesaH-cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/ScandalTakesaH_Pxi.jpg
Fora "
I ecrop
[

/|
Romana






OEBPS/images/ScandalTakesaH_Pxii.jpg
‘Generaions of peciiar Generaions of sharp
couney Gemers rage—

L jnils ik . Mareus Didis Favonis = 2 Flora
Mmtmmm‘ (“Goninas?) the o ok

mLoliss | M Did Fkeo = Hele Jotina

ey heinomer | the e’ dnghr
i 1

Jols i

Lasans

M. Diis e . Marios
he sl o o e
rothr

Jonia . Gaio i
e e ane | e cstos s
i

Marcus i il
e sdped v

Augusinils Fourchers Mz

P W Ay RTIS  N





