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High and Low
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The slave who came to fetch me on that unseasonably warm spring morning was a young man, hardly more than twenty.


Usually, when a client sends for me, the messenger is a slave from the very lowest rung of the household – a grub, a cripple, a half-wit boy from the stables stinking of dung and sneezing from the bits of straw in his hair. It’s a kind of formality; when one seeks out the services of Gordianus the Finder, one keeps a certain distance and restraint. It’s as if I were a leper, or the priest of some unclean Oriental cult. I’m used to it. I take no offence – so long as my accounts are paid on time and in full.


The slave who stood at my door on this particular morning, however, was very clean and meticulously groomed. He had a quiet manner that was respectful but far from grovelling – the politeness one expects from any young man addressing another man ten years his elder. His Latin was impeccable (better than mine), and the voice that delivered it was as beautifully modulated as a flute. No grub from the stables, then, but clearly the educated and pampered servant of a fond master. The slave’s name was Tiro.


‘Of the household of the most esteemed Marcus Tullius Cicero,’ he added, pausing with a slight inclination of his head to see if I recognized the name. I did not. ‘Come to seek your services,’ he added, ‘on the recommendation of—’


I took his arm, placed my forefinger over his lips, and led him into the house. Brutal winter had been followed by sweltering spring; despite the early hour, it was already far too hot to be standing in an open doorway. It was also far too early to be listening to this young slave’s chatter, no matter how melodious his voice. My temples rolled with thunder. Spidery traces of lightning flashed and vanished just beyond the corners of my eyes.


‘Tell me,’ I said, ‘do you know the cure for a hangover?’


Young Tiro looked at me sidelong, puzzled by the change of subject, suspicious of my sudden familiarity. ‘No, sir.’


I nodded. ‘Perhaps you’ve never experienced a hangover?’


He blushed slightly. ‘No, sir.’


‘Your master allows you no wine?’


‘Of course he does. But as my master says, moderation in all things—’


I nodded. I winced. The slightest movement set off an excruciating pain. ‘Moderation in all things, I suppose, except the hour at which he sends a slave to call at my door.’


‘Oh. Forgive me, sir. Perhaps I should return at a later hour?’


‘That would be a waste of your time and mine. Not to mention your master’s. No, you’ll stay, but you’ll speak no business until I tell you to, and you’ll join me for breakfast in the garden, where the air is sweeter.’


I took his arm again, led him through the atrium, down a darkened hallway, and into the peristyle at the centre of the house. I watched his eyebrows rise in surprise, whether at the extent of the place or its condition I couldn’t be sure. I was used to the garden, of course, but to a stranger it must have appeared quite a shambles – the willow trees madly overgrown, their hanging tendrils touching tall weeds that sprouted from dusty ground; the fountain at the centre long ago run dry, its little marble statue of Pan pocked with age; the narrow pond that meandered through the garden opaque and stagnant, clogged with Egyptian rushes growing out of control. The garden had gone wild long before I inherited the house from my father, and I had done nothing to repair it. I preferred it as it was – an uncontrolled place of wild greenness hidden away in the midst of orderly Rome, a silent vote for chaos against mortared bricks and obedient shrubbery. Besides, I could never have afforded the labour and materials to have the garden put back into formal condition.


‘I suppose this must be rather different from your master’s house.’ I sat in one chair, gingerly so as not to disturb my head, and indicated that Tiro should take the other. I clapped my hands and instantly regretted the noise. I bit back the pain and shouted, ‘Bethesda! Where is that girl? She’ll bring us food in a moment. That’s why I answered the door myself – she’s busy in the pantry. Bethesda!’


Tiro cleared his throat. ‘Actually, sir, it’s rather larger than my master’s.’


I looked at him blankly, my stomach rumbling now in competition with my temples. ‘What’s that?’


‘The house, sir. Bigger than my master’s.’


‘That surprises you?’


He looked down, fearing he had offended me.


‘Do you know what I do for a living, young man?’


‘Not exactly, sir.’


‘But you know it’s something not quite respectable – at least insofar as anything is worthy of respect in Rome these days. But not illegal – at least insofar as legality has any meaning in a city ruled by a dictator. So you’re surprised to find me living in such spacious quarters, as ramshackle as they may be. That’s perfectly all right. I’m sometimes surprised myself. And there you are, Bethesda. Set the tray here, between me and my unexpected but perfectly welcome young guest.’


Bethesda obeyed, but not without a sidelong glance and a quiet snort of disdain. A slave herself, Bethesda did not approve of my keeping informal company with slaves, much less feeding them from my own pantry. When she had finished unloading the tray, she stood before us as if awaiting further instructions. This was merely a pose. It was obvious to me, if not to Tiro, that what she chiefly wanted was a closer look at my guest.


Bethesda stared at Tiro, who seemed unable to meet her gaze. The corners of her mouth drew back. Her upper lip compressed and curled itself into a subtle arc. She sneered.


On most women, a sneer implies an unattractive gesture of disgust. With Bethesda one can never be so certain. A sneer does nothing to spoil her dark and voluptuous allure. In fact, it may increase it. And in Bethesda’s limited but imaginative physical vocabulary, a sneer may mean anything from a threat to a brazen invitation. In this case, I suspect it was a response to Tiro’s genteel lowering of the eyes, a reaction to his shy modesty – the sneer of the wily fox for the comely rabbit. I would have thought that all her appetites had been quenched the night before. Certainly mine had been.


‘Does my master require anything more?’ She stood with her hands at her sides, her breasts upraised, shoulders back. Her eyelids drooped, still heavy with paint from the night before. Her voice carried the sultry, slightly lisping accent of the East. More posing. Bethesda had made up her mind. Young Tiro, slave or not, was worth impressing.


‘Nothing more, Bethesda. Run along.’


She bowed her head, turned, and made her way out of the garden and into the house, weaving sinuously between the hanging branches of willow. Once her back was turned, Tiro’s shyness receded. I followed his gaze, from its origin at his wide-open eyes to its focal point, somewhere just above Bethesda’s gently swaying buttocks. I envied him his modesty and shyness, his hunger, his handsomeness, his youth.


‘Your master won’t allow you to drink, at least not to excess,’ I said. ‘Does he allow you to enjoy a woman now and again?’


I was unprepared for the full depth and ruddy richness of his blush, as blood-red as a sunset over the open sea. Only the young with their smooth, soft cheeks and foreheads can blush that way. Even Bethesda was too old ever to blush like that again, assuming she was still capable of blushing at all.


‘Never mind,’ I said. ‘I have no right to ask you such a question. Here, have some bread. Bethesda makes it herself, and it’s better than you might expect. A recipe passed down from her mother in Alexandria. Or so she says – I have my suspicions that Bethesda never had a mother. And though I bought her in Alexandria, her name is neither Greek nor Egyptian. The milk and the plums should be fresh, though I can’t vouch for the cheese.’


We ate in silence. The garden was still in shadow, but I could feel the sun, palpable, almost menacing, edging along the scalloped tile roof like a burglar planning his descent. By midday the whole garden would be suffused with light, insufferably hot and brilliant, but for now it was cooler than the house, which still retained yesterday’s heat. The peacocks suddenly stirred in their corner; the largest of the males gave a shrill call and broke into a strut, displaying his plumage. Tiro glimpsed the bird and gave a start, unprepared for the spectacle. I chewed in silence, wincing at the occasional twinges of pain that flickered from my jaw to my temples. I glanced at Tiro, whose gaze had abandoned the peacock for the empty doorway where Bethesda had made her exit.


‘Is that the cure for a hangover, sir?’


‘What, Tiro?’


He turned to face me. The absolute innocence of his face was more blinding than the sun, which suddenly broke over the rooftop. His name might be Greek, but except for his eyes, all his features were classically Roman – the smooth moulding of the forehead, cheeks, and chin; the slight exaggeration of the lips and nose. It was his eyes that startled me, a pale lavender shade I had never seen before, certainly not native to Rome – the contribution of an enslaved mother or father brought to the empire’s heart from gods-knew-where. Those eyes were far too innocent and trusting to belong to any Roman.


‘Is that the cure for a hangover?’ Tiro was saying. ‘To take a woman in the morning?’


I laughed out loud. ‘Hardly. More often it’s part of the disease. Or the incentive to recover, for the next time.’


He looked at the food before him, picking at a bit of cheese politely but without enthusiasm. Clearly he was used to better, even as a slave. ‘Bread and cheese, then?’


‘Food helps, if one can keep it down. But the true cure for a hangover was taught to me by a wise physician in Alexandria almost ten years ago – when I was about your age, I suspect, and no stranger to wine. It has served me well ever since. It was his theory, you see, that when one drank in excess, certain humours in the wine, instead of dissolving in the stomach, rose like foul vapours into the head, hardening the phlegm secreted by the brain, causing it to swell and become inflamed. These humours eventually disperse and the phlegm softens. This is why no one dies of a hangover, no matter how excruciating the pain.’


‘Then time is the only cure, sir?’


‘Except for a faster one: thought. The concentrated exercise of the mind. You see, thinking, according to my physician friend, takes place in the brain, lubricated by the secretion of phlegm. When the phlegm becomes polluted or hardened, the result is a headache. But the actual activity of thought produces fresh phlegm to soften and disperse the old; the more intently one thinks, the greater the production of phlegm. Therefore, intense concentration will speed along the natural recovery from a hangover by flushing the humours from the inflamed tissue and restoring the lubrication of the membranes.’


‘I see.’ Tiro looked dubious but impressed. ‘The logic flows very naturally. Of course, one has to accept the starting premises, which cannot be proved.’


I sat back and crossed my arms, nibbling at a piece of crust. ‘The proof is in the cure itself. Already I’m feeling better, you see, having been called upon to explain the mechanics of this cure. And I suspect I shall be entirely cured in a few minutes, after I’ve explained what you’ve come for.’


Tiro smiled cautiously. ‘I fear the cure is failing, sir.’


‘Oh?’


‘You’ve mistaken your pronouns, sir. It’s I who am to explain my coming to you.’


‘On the contrary. It’s true, as you could tell from the look on my face, that I’ve never heard of your master – what was the name, Marcus something-or-other Cicero? A total stranger. Nonetheless, I can tell you a few things about him.’ I paused, long enough to make sure I had the boy’s full attention. ‘He comes from a very proud family, a trait of which he himself has a full share. He lives here in Rome, but his family originally comes from somewhere else, perhaps to the south; they’ve been in the city for no more than a generation. They are something more than comfortably wealthy, though not fabulously so. Am I right so far?’


Tiro looked at me suspiciously. ‘So far.’


‘This Cicero is a young man, like yourself; I suppose a little older. He’s an avid student of oratory and rhetoric, and a follower to some extent of the Greek philosophers. Not an Epicurean, I imagine; perhaps he’s a Stoic, though not devoutly so. Correct?’


‘Yes.’ Tiro was beginning to look uncomfortable.


‘As for your reason for coming, you are seeking out my services for a legal case which this Cicero will be bringing before the Rostra. Cicero is an advocate, just starting out in his career. Nevertheless, this is an important case, and a complicated one. As for who recommended my services, that would be the greatest of Roman lawyers. Hortensius, of course.’


‘Of . . . course.’ Tiro mouthed the words, barely whispering. His eyes were as narrow as his mouth was wide. ‘But how could you—’


‘And the specific case? A case of murder, I think. . . .’


Tiro looked at me sidelong, his astonishment frankly revealed.


‘And not just murder. No, worse than that. Something much worse . . .’


‘A trick,’ Tiro whispered. He looked away, jerking his head, as if it took a great effort to tear his gaze from mine. ‘You do it somehow by looking into my eyes. Magic . . .’


I pressed my fingertips to my temples, elbows akimbo – partly to soothe the pressure of my throbbing temples, but also to mimic a mystic’s theatrical posing. ‘An unholy crime,’ I whispered. ‘Vile. Unspeakable. The murder of a father by his own son. Parricide!’


I released my temples and sat back in the chair. I looked my young guest straight in the eye. ‘You, Tiro of the household of Marcus Tullius Cicero, have come to seek my services to assist your master in his defence of one Sextus Roscius of Ameria, who stands accused of killing the father whose name he bears. And – my hangover is completely gone.’


Tiro blinked. And blinked again. He sat back and ran his forefinger over his upper lip, his brows drawn pensively together. ‘It is a trick, isn’t it?’


I gave him the thinnest smile I could manage. ‘Why? You don’t believe I’m capable of reading your mind?’


‘Cicero says there’s no such thing as second sight or mind reading or foretelling the future. Cicero says that seers and portents and oracles are all charlatans at worst, actors at best, playing on the crowd’s credulity.’


‘And do you believe everything master Cicero says?’ Tiro blushed. Before he could speak I raised my hand. ‘Don’t answer. I would never ask you to say anything against your master. But tell me this: has Marcus Tullius Cicero ever visited the oracle at Delphi? Has he seen the shrine to Magna Mater at Ephesus and tasted the milk that flows from her marble breasts? Or climbed the great pyramids in the dead of night and listened to the voice of the wind rushing through the ancient stones?’


‘No, I suppose not.’ Tiro lowered his eyes. ‘Cicero has never been outside of Italy.’


‘But I have, young man.’ For a moment, I was lost in thought, unable to pull free from a flood of images, sights, sounds, smells of the past. I looked around the garden and suddenly saw just how tawdry it was. I stared at the food before me and realized how dry and tasteless the bread was, how sour the cheese had gone. I looked at Tiro, and remembered who and what he was, and felt foolish for expending so much energy to impress a mere slave.


‘I’ve done all those things, seen all those places. Even so, I suspect in many ways I’m an even greater doubter than your sceptical master. Yes, it’s merely a trick. A game of logic.’


‘But how can simple logic yield new knowledge? You told me you had never heard of Cicero before I came here. I’ve told you nothing at all about him, and yet you’re able to tell me exactly why I’ve come. It’s like producing coins out of thin air. How can you create something out of nothing? Or discover a truth without evidence?’


‘You miss the point, Tiro. It’s not your fault. I’m sure you’re able to think as well as the next man. It’s the sort of logic that’s taught by Roman rhetors that’s the problem. Retrying ancient cases, refighting ancient battles, learning grammar and law by rote, and all with the point of learning how to twist the law to the client’s advantage, with no regard for right or wrong, or up or down for that matter. Certainly with no regard for the simple truth. Cleverness replaces wisdom. Victory justifies all. Even the Greeks have forgotten how to think.’


‘If it’s only a trick, tell me how it’s done.’


I laughed and took a bite of cheese. ‘If I explain, you’ll have less respect for me than if I leave it a mystery.’


Tiro frowned. ‘I think you should tell me, sir. Otherwise, how will I cure myself in the event that I’m ever lucky enough to be allowed to have a hangover?’ A smile showed through the frown. Tiro was capable of striking poses no less than Bethesda. Or myself.


‘Very well.’ I stood up and stretched my arms over my head and was surprised to feel hot sunshine bathing my hands, as palpable as if I had immersed them in steaming water. Half the garden was filled with light. ‘We’ll take a walk around the garden, while it’s still cool enough. Bethesda! I will explain my deductions, Bethesda will take away the food – Bethesda! – and order will be restored.’


We walked slowly, circling the pond. Across the water Bast the cat was stalking dragonflies, her black fur gleaming in the sunlight.


‘Very well, how do I know what I know about Marcus Tullius Cicero? I said he comes from a proud family. That much is obvious from his name. Not the family name Tullius, which I’ve heard before, but the third name, Cicero. Now the third name of a Roman citizen generally identifies the family branch – in this case the Cicero branch of the Tullius family. Or, if no branch name exists, it may be unique to the individual himself, usually describing a physical feature. Naso for a man with a large nose, or Sulla, the name of our esteemed and worthy dictator, so-called for his florid complexion. In either case, Cicero is a most peculiar-sounding name. The word refers to the common chick-pea and can hardly be flattering. What exactly is the case with your master?’


‘Cicero is an old family name. They say it comes from an ancestor who had an ugly bump on the tip of his nose, clefted down the middle, something like a chick-pea. You’re right, it does sound odd, though I’m so used to it I hardly think of it. Some of my master’s friends say he should drop the name if he means to go into politics or law, but he won’t hear of it. Cicero says that if his family saw fit to adopt such a peculiar name, then the man who first bore that name must have been quite extraordinary, even if no one remembers why. He says he intends to make all Rome know the name of Cicero and respect it.’


‘Proud, as I said. But of course that would apply to virtually any Roman family and certainly to any Roman lawyer. That he lives in Rome I took for granted. That his family roots are to the south I assumed from the name Tullius. I remember having encountered it more than once on the road to Pompeii – perhaps in Aquinum, Interamna, Arpinum—’


‘Exactly,’ Tiro nodded. ‘Cicero has relatives all through that region. He himself was born in Arpinum.’


‘But he did not live there past the age of, oh, nine or ten.’


‘Yes – he was eight when his family moved to Rome. But how do you know that?’


Bast, having given up on catching dragonflies, was rubbing herself against my ankles. ‘Think, Tiro. Ten is the age for a citizen’s formal education to begin, and I suspect, given his knowledge of philosophy and your own erudition, that your master was not educated in a sleepy little town off the road to Pompeii. As for the family not having been in Rome for more than a generation, I assumed that from the very fact that the name Cicero is unfamiliar to me. Had they been here from the time I was young, I would surely have at least heard of them – and I wouldn’t forget a name like that. As for Cicero’s age and wealth and his interest in oratory and philosophy, all that is evident simply from observing you, Tiro.’


‘Me?’


‘A slave is the mirror of his master. Your unfamiliarity with the dangers of wine, your modesty with Bethesda, these indicate that you serve in a household where restraint and decorum are of utmost concern. Such a tone can only be set by the master himself. Cicero is clearly a man of rigorous morals. This can be indicative of purely Roman virtues, but your comment about moderation in all things indicates an appreciation of Greek virtue and Greek philosophy. There is also a great emphasis on rhetoric, grammar, and oratory in the house of Cicero. I doubt that you yourself have ever received a single formal lesson in these fields, but a slave can absorb much from regular exposure to the arts. It shows in your speech and manner, in the polished tones of your voice. Clearly, Cicero has studied long and hard in the schools of language.


‘All of which, taken together, can mean only one thing: that he wishes to be an advocate and present legal cases before the Rostra. I would have assumed so at any rate, from the very fact that you came to ask for my services. Most of my clients – at least the respectable ones – are either politicians or lawyers or both.’


Tiro nodded. ‘But you also knew that Cicero was young and just beginning in his career.’


‘Yes. Well, if he were an established advocate, I would have heard of him already. How many cases has he presented?’


‘Only one,’ Tiro acknowledged, ‘and nothing you would have heard about – a simple partnership case.’


‘Which further confirms his youth and inexperience. As does the fact that he sent you at all. Would it be fair to say that you’re Cicero’s most trusted slave? His favourite servant?’


‘His personal secretary. I’ve been with him all my life.’


‘Carried his books to classes, drilled him in grammar, prepared his notes for his first case before the Rostra?’


‘Exactly.’


‘Then you are not the sort of slave that most advocates send when they wish to call upon Gordianus the Finder. Only a fledgling advocate, embarrassingly ignorant of common custom, would bother to send his right hand to my door. I’m flattered, even though I know the flattery is unintentional. To show my gratitude, I promise not to spread the word that Marcus Tullius Cicero made an ass of himself by sending his best slave to fetch that wretched Gordianus, explorer of dung heaps and infiltrator of hornet’s nests. They’d get a bigger laugh out of that than they ever will out of Cicero’s name.’


Tiro wrinkled his brow. The tip of my sandal caught on a willow root beside the stream. I stubbed my toe and stifled a curse.


‘You’re right,’ Tiro said quietly, sounding very earnest. ‘He’s quite young, just as I am. He doesn’t yet know all these little tricks of the legal profession, the silly gestures and empty formalities. But he does know what he believes in, which is more than you can say for most advocates.’


I gazed down at my toe, surprised to see that it wasn’t bleeding. There are gods in my garden, rustic and wild and unkempt like the garden itself. They had punished me for teasing a naive young slave. I deserved it. ‘Loyalty becomes you, Tiro. Just how old is your master?’


‘Cicero is twenty-six.’


‘And you?’


‘Twenty-three.’


‘A bit older than I would have guessed, both of you. Then I’m not ten years older than you, Tiro, but only seven. Still, seven years can make a great difference,’ I said, contemplating the passion of young men out to change the world. A wave of nostalgia passed through me as gently as the faint breeze that rustled through the willow above our heads. I glanced down into the pond and saw the two of us reflected in a patch of clear water sparkling in the sunlight. I was taller than Tiro, broader in the shoulders and heavier in the middle; my jaw was more prominent, my nose flatter and more hooked, and my eyes, far from being lavender, were a staid Roman brown. All we seemed to have in common were the same unruly black curls; mine were beginning to show strands of grey.


‘You mentioned Quintus Hortensius,’ Tiro said. ‘How did you know that it was he who recommended you to Cicero?’


I laughed softly. ‘I didn’t know. Not for certain. That was a guess, but a good one. The look of amazement on your face immediately confirmed that I was right. Once I knew for a fact that Hortensius was involved, everything became clear to me.


‘Let me explain. One of Hortensius’s men was here, perhaps ten days ago, sounding me out about a case. The one who always comes to me when Hortensius needs my help – just thinking of the creature makes me shudder. Where do men like Hortensius find such abominable specimens? Why do they all end up in Rome, cutting one another’s throats? But of course you wouldn’t know about that side of the legal profession. Not yet.


‘At any rate, this man from Hortensius comes to my door. Asks me all sorts of unrelated questions, tells me nothing – lots of mystery, lots of posing, the sort of wheedling these types engage in when they want to know if the opposition has already approached you about a case. They always think the enemy has got to you first, that you’ll go along and pretend to help them anyway, then stab them in the back at the last moment. I suppose it’s what they themselves would do in my place.


‘Finally he goes his way, leaving a smell in the foyer that Bethesda can’t eradicate with three days’ scrubbing, along with only two clues as to what he was talking about: the name Roscius, and the town of Amelia – did I know the one, had I ever been to the other? Roscius is the name of a famous comedian, of course, one of Sulla’s favourites, everybody knows that. But that’s not whom he meant. Ameria is a little town up in the Umbrian hill country, fifty miles or so north of Rome. Not much reason to go there, unless you want to take up farming. So my answer was no, and no again.


‘A day or two passed. Hortensius’s handyman didn’t come back. I was intrigued. A few questions here and there – it didn’t take much checking to uncover what it was all about: the parricide case upcoming at the Rostra. Sextus Roscius of the town of Ameria stands accused of plotting the murder of his own father here in Rome. Odd – no one seems to know much about the matter, but everyone tells me I’m better off staying clear of it. An ugly crime, they say, certain to be an ugly trial. I kept expecting Hortensius to contact me again, but his creature never reappeared. Two days ago I heard that Hortensius had withdrawn from the defence.’


I gave Tiro a sidelong glance. He kept his eyes on the ground as we walked, hardly looking at me, yet I could almost feel the intensity of his concentration. He was an excellent listener. Had he been other than a slave, what a fine pupil he would have made, I thought; and perhaps, in another life, in another world, I might have made a fine teacher of young men.


I shook my head. ‘Hortensius and his creature and this mysterious trial – I had put it out of my thoughts completely. Then you showed up at my door, telling me I’d been “recommended”. By whom? Possibly, I thought, by Hortensius, who seems to have thought it wiser to pass along the parricide case to someone else. To a younger advocate, probably, someone less experienced. A beginning lawyer who would be excited at the prospect of a major case, or at least a case with such a harrowing penalty. An advocate who wouldn’t know any better – who wouldn’t be in a position to know whatever it is that Hortensius knows. Once you confirmed that it was Hortensius who’d recommended me, it was simple to proceed to the final pronouncement, steered along at every turn by the reactions on your face – which, by the way, is as clear and easy to read as Cato’s Latin.’ I shrugged. ‘To some extent, logic. To some extent, a hunch. I’ve learned to use both in my line of work.’


We walked along in silence for a moment. Then Tiro smiled and laughed. ‘So you do know why I’ve come. And you know what I was to ask you. I hardly have to say a word. You make it very easy.’


I shrugged and spread my hands in a typical Roman gesture of false modesty.


Tiro furrowed his brow. ‘Now if only I could read your thoughts – but I’m afraid that will take some practice. Or does the fact that you’ve treated me so well already mean that you agree – that you’ll lend your services as Cicero needs them? He understands from Hortensius how you work, the fees you’ll expect. Will you do it?’


‘Do what? I’m afraid my mind reading stops here. You’ll have to be more specific.’


‘Will you come?’


‘Where?’


‘To Cicero’s house.’ Seeing the blank expression on my face, Tiro searched for a clearer explanation. ‘To meet him. To discuss the case.’


This stopped me so abruptly that my scraping sandals actually raised a small cloud of dust. ‘Your master truly is ignorant of decorum, isn’t he? He asks me to his house. Asks me, Gordianus the Finder? As a guest? How strange. Yes, I think I very much want to meet this Marcus Tullius Cicero. Heaven knows he needs my help. What a strange one he must be. Yes, of course I’ll come. Just allow me to change into something more appropriate. My toga, I suppose. And shoes, then, not sandals. It will only take a moment. Bethesda! Bethesda!’
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The journey from my house on the Esquiline Hill to that of Cicero, close by the Capitoline, would take more than an hour of steady walking. It had probably taken Tiro half that time to reach my door, but Tiro had set out at dawn. We left at the busiest hour of the morning, when the streets of Rome are flooded with humanity, all stirred into wakefulness by the perpetual engines of hunger, obedience, and greed.


One sees more household slaves on the streets at that hour than at any other time of day. They scurry about the city on a million morning errands, conveying messages, carrying packages, fetching sundries, shopping from market to market. They carry with them the heavy scent of bread, baked fresh in a thousand stone ovens around the city, each oven sending up its slender tendril of smoke like a daily offering to the gods. They carry the scent of fish, freshwater varieties captured nearby in the Tiber, or else more exotic species transported overnight up-river from the port at Ostia – mud-caked molluscs and great fish of the sea, slithering octopi and squid. They carry the scent of blood that oozes from the severed limbs and breasts and carefully extracted organs of cattle, chicken, pigs, and sheep, wrapped in cloth and slung over their shoulders, destined for their masters’ tables and their masters’ already bloated bellies.


No other city I know can match the sheer vitality of Rome at the hour just before mid-morning. Rome wakes with a self-satisfied stretching of the limbs and a deep inhalation, stimulating the lungs, quickening the pulse. Rome wakes with a smile, roused from pleasant dreams, for every night Rome goes to sleep dreaming a dream of empire. In the morning Rome opens her eyes, ready to go about the business of making that dream come true in broad daylight. Other cities cling to sleep – Alexandria and Athens to warm dreams of the past, Pergamum and Antioch to a coverlet of Oriental splendour, little Pompeii and Herculaneum to the luxury of napping till noon. Rome is happy to shake off sleep and begin her agenda for the day. Rome has work to do. Rome is an early riser.


Rome is multiple cities in one. On any given hour’s journey across it, one will see at least several of its guises. To the eyes of those who look at a city and see faces, it is first and foremost a city of slaves, for the slaves far outnumber citizens and freedmen. Slaves are everywhere, as ubiquitous and as vital to the life of the city as the waters of the Tiber or the light of the sun. Slaves are the lifeblood of Rome.


They are of every race and condition. Some spring from a stock indistinguishable from their masters. They walk the streets better dressed and more finely groomed than many a free man; they may lack the toga of a citizen, but their tunics are made of material just as fine. Others are unimaginably wretched, like the pockmarked, half-idiot labourers one sees winding through the streets in ragged files, naked except for a cloth to cover their sex, joined by chains at the ankles and bearing heavy weights, kept in line by bullies with long whips and further tormented by the clouds of flies that follow wherever they go. They hurry to the mines, or to galleys, or to dig the deep foundations of a rich man’s house on their way to an early grave.


To those who look at a city and see not humanity but stone, Rome is overwhelmingly a city of worship. Rome has always been a pious place, sacrificing abundantly (if not always sincerely) to any and every god and hero who might become an ally in the dream of empire. Rome worships the gods; Rome gives adoration to the dead. Temples, altars, shrines, and statues abound. Incense may abruptly waft from any corner. One may step down a narrow winding street in a neighbourhood known since childhood and suddenly come upon a landmark never noticed before – a tiny, crude statue of some forgotten Etruscan god set in a niche and concealed behind a wild fennel bush, a secret known only to the children who play in the alley and the inhabitants of the house, who worship the forsaken and impotent god as a household deity. Or one may come upon an entire temple, unimaginably ancient, so old it is made not of bricks and marble but of worm-eaten wood, its dim interior long ago stripped of all clues of the divinity that once resided there, but still held sacred for reasons no one living can remember.


Other sights are more specialized to their region. Consider my own neighbourhood, with its odd mixture of death and desire. My home sits partway up the Esquiline Hill. Above me is the quarter of the morgue workers, those who tend the flesh of the dead – embalmers, perfume rubbers, stokers of the flame. Day and night a massive column of smoke rises from the summit, thicker and blacker than any other in this city of smoke, and carrying that strangely appealing odour of seared flesh otherwise found only on battlefields. Below my house, at the foot of the hill, is the notorious Subura, the greatest concentration of taverns, gaming houses, and brothels west of Alexandria. The proximity of such disparate neighbours – purveyors of death on one hand and of life’s basest pleasures on the other – can lead to strange juxtapositions.


Tiro and I descended the paved footpath that dropped steeply from my front door, passing the blank plaster walls of my neighbours. ‘Be careful here,’ I told him, pointing out the spot where I knew a fresh load of excrement would be waiting, slopped over the wall by the inhabitants of the house on the left. Tiro skipped to his right, barely avoiding the pile, and wrinkled his nose.


‘That wasn’t there when I came up the steps,’ he laughed.


‘No, it looks quite fresh. The mistress of the house,’ I explained with a sigh, ‘comes from some backward little town in Samnium. A million times I’ve explained to her how the public sewers work, but she only answers: “This is the way we did it in Pluto’s Hole,” or whatever her stinking little town is called. It never stays long; sometime during the day the man who lives behind the wall on the right has one of his slaves collect the stuff and cart it off. I don’t know why; the path leads only to my door – I’m the only one who has to look at it, and the only one likely to step in it. Maybe the smell offends him. Maybe he steals it to fertilize his gardens. I only know it’s one of life’s predictable routines – the lady from Pluto’s Hole will throw her family’s shit over the wall every morning; the man across the way will carry it off before nightfall.’ I gave Tiro my warmest smile. ‘I explain this to anyone who’s likely to visit me between sunrise and sunset. Otherwise you’re likely to ruin a perfectly good pair of shoes.’


The pathway broadened. The houses became smaller and drew closer together. At last we reached the foot of the Esquiline and stepped into the wide avenue of the Subura Way. A group of gladiators, heads shaved except for barbaric topknots, came staggering out of the Lair of Venus. The Lair is notorious for cheating its customers, especially visitors to Rome, but natives as well, which is one of the reasons I’ve never patronized it, despite its convenient proximity to my house. Cheated or not, the gladiators seemed satisfied. They staggered into the street grasping one another’s shoulders for support and bellowing out a song that had as many tunes as there were voices to sing it, still drunk after what must have been a very long night of debauchery.


At the edge of the street a group of young trigon players broke and scattered to get out of the gladiators’ way, then reformed to begin a fresh round, each taking his turn at the points of a triangle drawn in the dust. They slapped the leather ball back and forth, laughing loudly. They were hardly more than boys, but I’d seen them going in and out of the side entrance to the Lair often enough to know that they were employed there. It was a testament to the energy of youth that they should be up and playing so early, after a long night’s work in the brothel.


We turned right, proceeding westward along the Subura Way, following the drunken gladiators. Another road descending from the Esquiline emptied into a broad intersection ahead. A rule in Rome: the wider the street or the greater the square, the more crowded and impassable it will be. Tiro and I were forced to walk in single file, threading our way through the sudden congestion of carts and animals and makeshift markets. I quickened my pace and called back at him to keep up; soon we caught up with the gladiators. Predictably, the crowd parted for them like mist before a heavy gust of wind. Tiro and I followed in their wake.


‘Make way!’ a loud voice suddenly called. ‘Make way for the dead!’ A cluster of white-robed embalmers pressed in upon our right, coming down from the Esquiline. They pushed a long, narrow cart bearing a body that was wrapped in gauze and seemed to float in a cocoon of fragrances – attar of roses, unguent of clove, unnameable Oriental spices. As always the smell of smoke clung to their clothing, mixed with the odour of burning flesh from the vast crematoria up on the hill.


‘Make way!’ their leader shouted, brandishing a slender wooden rod of the sort one might use to discipline mildly a dog or a slave. He struck nothing but empty air, but the gladiators took offence. One of them slapped the rod from the embalmer’s hand. It flew spinning through the air and would have struck me in the face had I not ducked. I heard a squeal of painful surprise behind me, but didn’t bother to look. I stayed low and reached for Tiro’s sleeve.


The press of the crowd was too thick for escape. Instead of quietly turning back, as circumstances recommended, strangers were suddenly pushing in from all sides, smelling the prospect of violence and afraid they might miss seeing it. They were not disappointed.


The embalmer was a short man, pot-bellied, wrinkled, and balding. He rose to his full height and a little beyond, straining on tiptoes. He shoved his face, twisted with rage, against the gladiator’s. He wrinkled his nose at the gladiator’s breath – even from where I stood I caught a whiff of garlic and stale wine – and hissed at him like a snake. The sight was absurd, pathetic, alarming. The huge gladiator responded with a loud burp and another slap, this one knocking the embalmer backwards against the cart. There was a sharp crack of bone or wood, or both; the embalmer and the cart collapsed together.


I tightened my grasp on Tiro’s sleeve. ‘This way,’ I hissed, indicating a sudden opening in the crowd. Before we could reach it the breach was filled with a crush of new spectators.


Tiro made a peculiar noise. I wheeled around. The noise was less peculiar than the expression on his face. He was looking downwards. There was a hard, heavy nudge against my ankles. The cart had spilled its contents onto the street. The body had rolled face-up against my feet, its gauzy shroud unwinding behind it.


The corpse was that of a woman, hardly more than a girl. She was blonde and pale, the way that all corpses are pale when drained of their blood. Despite the waxiness of her flesh, there was evidence of what had once been considerable beauty. The tumble had ripped her gown, baring a single breast as white and hard as alabaster, and a single nipple the colour of faded roses.


I glanced at Tiro’s face, at his lips parted with spontaneous, unthinking lust, yet twisted at the corners with an equally spontaneous revulsion. I looked up and spotted another opening in the crowd. I stepped towards it, pulling on Tiro’s sleeve, but he was rooted to the spot. I pulled harder. There was sure to be real trouble now.


At that instant I heard the unmistakable metallic slither of a dagger pulled from its sheath and glimpsed a flash of steel from the corner of my eye. It was not one of the gladiators who had drawn the weapon – the figure was on the opposite side of the cart, in the midst of the embalmers. A bodyguard? One of the dead girl’s relatives? An instant later – so quickly there was no sense of motion at all, only of displacement – both figure and glint of steel were on the nearer side of the cart. There was a strange ripping noise, tiny but somehow final. The gladiator bent double, clutching his belly. He grunted, then moaned, but the noise was submerged in a loud collective shriek.


I never actually saw the assassin or the crime; I was too busy trying to push through the crowd, which scattered like kernels of grain from a ruptured sack the moment the first drop of blood fell to the paving stones.


‘Come on!’ I shouted, dragging Tiro behind me. He was still staring over his shoulder at the dead girl, unaware, I thought, of what had happened. But when we were safely away, well beyond the scuffling and confusion that continued around the upset cart; he drew up alongside me and said in a low voice, ‘But we should stop and go back, sir. We were witnesses.’


‘Witnesses to what?’


‘To a murder!’


‘I saw nothing. And neither did you. You were looking at the dead girl the whole time.’


‘No, I saw the whole thing.’ He swallowed hard. ‘I saw a murder.’


‘You don’t know that. The gladiator may recover. Besides, he’s probably just a slave.’ I winced at the flash of pain in Tiro’s eyes.


‘We should go back, anyway,’ Tiro snapped. ‘The stabbing was just the beginning. It’s still going on, see? Half the marketplace has been pulled into it now.’ He raised his eyebrows, struck by an idea. ‘Lawsuits! Perhaps one of the parties will be needing a good advocate.’


I stared at him, quietly amazed. ‘Master Cicero is a lucky man, indeed. How practical you are, Tiro. A brutal stabbing takes place before your very eyes, and what do you see? A business prospect.’


Tiro was stung by my laughter. ‘But some advocates make a great deal of money that way. Cicero says that Hortensius employs no fewer than three servants whose only job is to roam the streets, keeping an eye out for likely cases.’


I laughed again. ‘I doubt that your Cicero would care to take on that gladiator for a client, or the gladiator’s owner. More to the point, I doubt that they would care to deal with your master, or with any other advocate. The interested parties will seek justice in the usual way: blood for blood. If they don’t care to take on the job themselves – though the stabbed man’s friends hardly look cowardly or squeamish to me – they’ll do what everyone else does, and hire one of the gangs to do it for them. The gang will find the assailant, or the assailant’s brother, and stab him in return; the new victim’s family will hire a rival gang to return the violence, and so on. That, Tiro, is Roman justice.’


I managed to smile, giving Tiro permission to take it as a joke. Instead, his face became more clouded. ‘Roman justice,’ I said more sombrely, ‘for those who can’t afford an advocate, or perhaps don’t even know what an advocate is. Or know, and don’t trust them, believing all courts are a sham. It’s just as likely that what we saw was the middle of such a blood feud, not its beginning. The man with the knife may have had nothing to do with the embalmers or the dead girl. Perhaps he was just waiting for the right moment to strike the blow, and who knows why or how far back the quarrel goes? Best to keep your nose out of it. There’s no one you can call upon to stop it.’


This last was true, and a constant source of astonishment to visitors from foreign capitals, or to anyone unaccustomed to life in a republic: Rome has no police force. There is no armed municipal body to keep order within the city walls. Occasionally some violence-weary senator will propose that such a force be created. The response on all sides is immediate: ‘But who will own these police?’ And they are right. In a country ruled by a king, the loyalty of the police runs in a clear, straight line to the monarch. Rome, on the other hand, is a republic (ruled at the time of which I write by a dictator, it is true, but a temporary and constitutionally legal dictator). In Rome, whoever plotted and schemed to get himself appointed chief of such a police force would simply use it for his own aggrandizement, while his minions’ biggest problem would be deciding from whom to accept the largest bribe, and whether to serve that person or stab him in the back. Police would serve only as a tool for one faction to use against another. Police would merely become one more gang for the public to contend with. Rome chooses to live without police.


We left the square behind, and the Subura Way as well. I led Tiro into a narrow street I knew of, a shortcut. Like most streets in Rome, it has no name. I call it the Narrows.


The street was dim and musty, hardly more than a slit between two high walls. The bricks and paving stones were beaded with moisture, spotted with mould. The walls themselves seemed to sweat; the cobblestones exhaled the odour of dampness, an almost animal smell, rank and not entirely unpleasant. It was a street never touched by the sun, never dried by its heat, or purified by its light – filled with steam at high summer, coated with ice in winter, eternally damp. There are a thousand such streets in Rome, tiny worlds set apart from the greater world, secluded and self-contained.


The alley was too narrow for us to walk side by side. Tiro followed behind me. From the direction of his voice I could tell that he kept glancing back over his shoulder. From the timbre of his voice I knew he was nervous. ‘Are there a lot of stabbings in this neighbourhood?’


‘In the Subura? Constantly. In broad daylight. That’s the fourth I know of this month, though it’s the first I’ve actually witnessed. The warmer weather brings it on. But it’s really no worse in the Subura than anywhere else. You can have your throat slit just as easily on the Palatine, or in the middle of the Forum, for that matter.’


‘Cicero says it’s Sulla’s fault.’ The sentence began boldly but ended with an oddly stifled catch. I didn’t have to see Tiro’s face to know it had reddened. Rash words, for a citizen to criticize our beloved dictator. Rasher still for his slave to repeat it carelessly. I should have let the matter drop, but my curiosity was piqued.


‘Your master is no admirer of Sulla, then?’ I tried to sound casual, to set Tiro at ease. But Tiro did not answer.


‘Cicero is wrong, you know, if that’s what he thinks – that all the crime and chaos in Rome is Sulla’s fault. Bloodshed in the streets hardly began with Sulla – though Sulla has certainly contributed his share of it.’ There, I had put my foot onto thin ice myself. Still Tiro did not respond. Walking behind me, not having to meet my eyes, he could simply pretend not to hear. Slaves learn early to feign convenient deafness and a wandering mind. I could have stopped and turned around to face him, but that would have been making too much of the matter.


Yet I would not let it go. There is something about the mere mention of the name Sulla that fans a fire in every Roman, whether friend or foe, accomplice or victim.


‘Most people credit Sulla with having restored order to Rome. At a very high price perhaps, and not without a blood-bath – but order is order, and there’s nothing a Roman values more highly. But I take it Cicero has another view?’


Tiro said nothing. The narrow street wound to the left and right, making it impossible to see more than a few feet ahead. Occasionally we passed a doorway or a window, slightly recessed in the wall, always shut. We could hardly have been more alone.


‘Of course Sulla is a dictator,’ I said. ‘That chafes the Roman spirit: We are all free men – at least those of us who aren’t slaves. But after all, a dictator isn’t a king; so the lawmakers tell us. A dictatorship is perfectly legal, so long as the Senate approves. For emergencies only, of course. And only for a set period of time. If Sulla has kept his powers for almost three years now instead of the legally prescribed one – well, then, perhaps that’s what offends your master. The untidiness of it.’


‘Please,’ Tiro said in a strained whisper. ‘You shouldn’t go on about it. You never know who might be listening.’


‘Ah, the walls themselves have ears – another bit of wisdom from Master Chick-pea’s cautious lips?’


That finally stirred him up. ‘No! Cicero always speaks his mind – he’s as unafraid to say what he thinks as you are. And he knows a great deal more about politics than you seem to think. But he’s not foolhardy. Cicero says: Unless a man is well versed in the arts of rhetoric, then the words he utters in a public place will quickly fly out of his control, like leaves on the wind. An innocent truth can be twisted in a fatal lie. That’s why he forbids me to speak of politics outside his household. Or with untrustworthy strangers.’


That put me in my place. Tiro’s silence and anger both were justified; I had deliberately baited him. But I didn’t apologize, not even in the roundabout and stuffy manner that free men sometimes use to apologize to slaves. Anything that might give me a clearer picture of Cicero before I met him was worth the trifling expense of offending his slave. Besides, one should know a slave very well before letting him know that his insolence pleases you.


We walked on. The Narrows widened just enough to let two walk abreast. Tiro caught up with me a bit, but not enough to walk side by side with me, keeping a formal distance behind and to my left. We reentered the Subura Way near the Forum. Tiro indicated that it would be quicker to walk directly through the Forum rather than around it. We passed through the heart of the city, the Rome that visitors think of, with its magnificent courts and fountains, temples and squares, where the law is made and the greatest gods are worshipped in their finest houses.


We passed by the Rostra itself, the high pedestal decorated with the beaks of captured ships, from which orators and advocates plead the greatest cases in Roman law. Nothing more was said of the dictator Sulla, yet I could not help but wonder if Tiro was thinking, as I was, of the scene at this very spot only a year before, when the heads of Sulla’s enemies lined the Forum, hundreds every day, stricken from their bodies and mounted on stakes. The blood of his victims still showed as rusty stains against the otherwise white, unblemished stone.
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As Tiro had said, Cicero’s house was considerably smaller than my own. Its exterior was almost self-consciously modest and sedate, a single-storey structure without a single ornament. The face it presented to the street was utterly blank, nothing more than a wall of saffron stucco pierced by a narrow wooden door.


The apparent modesty of Cicero’s home signified little. We were, of course, in one of the most expensive neighbourhoods in Rome, where size gives little indication of wealth. Even the smallest house here might be worth the price of a block of villas in the Subura. Besides that, the wealthier classes of Rome have traditionally shunned any display of ostentation in their homes, at least as regards the exterior. They claim this is a matter of good taste. I suspect it has more to do with their fear that a vulgar show of wealth might kindle jealousy among the mob. Consider also that a costly decoration on the outside of a house is far easier to carry off than the same decoration safely displayed somewhere inside.


Such austerity and restraint have never ceased to be regarded as ideal. Even so, in my own lifetime I have seen a definite veering towards public opulence. This is notably true among the young and ambitious, especially those whose fortunes flowered in the wake of the civil war and Sulla’s triumph. They add a second storey; they build porticoes upon their roofs. They instal statuary imported from Greece.


Nothing of the sort appeared on the street where Cicero lived. Decorum reigned. The houses turned their backs upon the street, facing inward, having nothing to say to any stranger who might wander by, reserving their secret life for those privileged to enter within.


The street was short and quiet. There were no markets at either end, and wandering vendors apparently knew better than to disturb the silence. Grey paving stones underfoot, pale blue sky above, faded stucco stained by rain and cracked by heat on either side; no other colours were allowed, least of all green – not a single unruly weed could be seen sprouting through the cobbles or springing up beside a wall, much less a flower or a tree. The very air, rising odourless and hot from the paving stones, breathed the sterile purity of Roman virtue.


Even in the midst of such restraint, the house of Cicero was particularly austere. In an ironic way it was so unassuming that it actually drew attention to itself – there, one might say, there is the ideal dwelling for a wealthy Roman of the most rarefied Roman virtue. The little house looked so modest and so narrow that one might have assumed it to be the home of a once-wealthy Roman matron, now widowed and in reduced circumstances; or perhaps the town house of a rich country farmer who came to the city only for occasional business, never to entertain or enjoy a holiday; or perhaps (and so it was, in fact) such an austere house on such an unassuming street might belong to a young bachelor of substantial means and old-fashioned values, a citified son of country parents poised to seek his fortune among Rome’s higher circles, a young man of stern Roman virtue so sure of himself that even youth and ambition could not lure him into the vulgar missteps of fashion.


Tiro rapped upon the door.


A few moments later a grey-bearded slave opened it. Afflicted by some palsy, the old man’s head was in constant motion, nodding up and down and tilting from side to side. He took his time in recognizing Tiro, peering and squinting and extending his head on its slender neck in turtle fashion. The nodding never ceased. Finally he smiled a toothless smile and stepped aside, pulling the door wide open.


The foyer was in the shape of a semicircle with its straight wall to our backs. The curving wall before us was pierced by three doorways, each flanked by slender columns and capped with a pediment. The corridors beyond were concealed by curtains of rich red fabric, embroidered along the bottom with an acanthus motif in yellow. Standing Grecian lamps at either corner and a floor mosaic of no great distinction (Diana in pursuit of a boar) completed the decoration. It was as I had expected. The vestibule was adequately restrained and tasteful so as not to contradict the sternness of the stucco facade, yet so expensively appointed as to belie any impression of poverty.


The old doorkeeper indicated with a gesture that we should wait. Silent and smiling, he withdrew through the curtained doorway to our left, his wizened head bobbing above his narrow shoulders like a cork on gentle waves.


‘An old family retainer?’ I asked. I waited until he had passed from sight, and kept my voice low. Obviously the old man’s ears were sharper than his eyes, for he had heard well enough to answer the door; and it would have been rude to talk about him in his presence, as if he were a slave, for he was not. I had noticed the ring of manumission upon his finger, marking him a freedman and citizen.


‘My grandfather,’ Tiro answered, with more than a little pride in his voice, ‘Marcus Tullius Tiro.’ He craned his neck and looked towards the doorway, as if he could see through the red curtain to watch the old man’s shuffling progress down the corridor. The embroidered bottom edge of the curtain wavered slightly, lifted by a breeze. Thus I deduced that the hallway to the left led somehow to fresh air and sky, probably to the atrium at the heart of the house, where presumably Master Cicero was taking comfort in the heat of the morning.


‘Then your line has been serving the family for at least three generations?’ I said.


‘Yes, though my father died when I was very small, before I had the chance to know him. As did my mother. Old Tiro is the only family I have.’


‘And how long ago did your master free him?’ I asked, for it was Cicero’s first and family names that the old man now bore in addition to his old slave name: Marcus Tullius Tiro, freed by Marcus Tullius Cicero. Such is the tradition, that an emancipated slave will take the first two names of the man who frees him, giving them precedence to his own.


‘Going on five years now. Cicero’s grandfather back in Arpinum owned him until that time. Owned me as well, though I’ve always been with Cicero, since we both were boys. The old master transferred ownership as a gift when Cicero completed his studies and set up his own household here in Rome. That was when Cicero freed him. Cicero’s grandfather would never have bothered. He doesn’t believe in manumission, no matter how old a slave becomes, no matter how long or how well he serves a master. The Tullius family may have come from Arpinum, but they’re Roman to the core. They’re a very stern and old-fashioned family.’


‘And you?’


‘Me?’


‘Do you suppose Cicero will one day free you as well?’


Tiro coloured. ‘You ask the strangest questions, sir.’


‘Only because it’s my nature. My profession, as well. You must have asked yourself the same question already, more than once.’


‘Doesn’t every slave?’ There was no bitterness in Tiro’s voice, only a pale and unassuming note of sadness, a particular melancholy I had met before. I knew then, in that instant, that young Tiro was one of those slaves, naturally intelligent and brought up amid wealth, who bears the curse of realizing how arbitrary and capricious are the whims of Fortune, which make one man a slave all his life and another a king, when at root there is no discernible difference between them. ‘One of these days,’ he said quietly, ‘when my master is established, when I’m older. Anyway, what’s the use of being free unless you want to start a family? It’s the only advantage I can see. And that’s something I don’t think about. Not often, anyway.’


Tiro turned his face away, looking towards the doorway, staring at the spot where his grandfather had stepped through the curtain. He looked back at me and his face rearranged itself. It took me a moment to realize that he was smiling. ‘Besides,’ he said, ‘better to wait until my grandfather dies. Otherwise there’ll be two freedmen named Marcus Tullius Tiro, and how would men tell us apart?’


‘How do they tell you apart now?’


‘Tiro and Old Tiro, naturally.’ He smiled a more genuine smile. ‘Grandfather won’t answer to the name Marcus. He thinks it’s bad luck somehow if you call him that. Tempting the gods. Besides, he’s too old to get used to a new name, even if he is proud of it. And it’s no use calling him, anyway. These days he’ll answer the door and that’s about it. He can take a very long time. I think my master likes it that way. Cicero thinks it’s good manners to keep guests waiting at the door, and even better manners to keep them pacing here in the anteroom, at least on a first visit, while Old Tiro announces them.’


‘Is that what we’re doing now? Waiting to be announced?’


Tiro crossed his arms and nodded. I looked around the room. There was not even a bench to sit upon. Very Roman, I thought.


At length Old Tiro returned, lifting the curtain for his master. How shall I describe Marcus Tullius Cicero? The beautiful all look alike, but a plain man is plain according to his own peculiarity. Cicero had a large forehead, a fleshy nose, and thinning hair. He was of medium height, with a thin chest, narrow shoulders, and a long neck with a prominent knob protruding from the gullet. He looked considerably older than his twenty-six years.


‘Gordianus,’ Tiro said, introducing me. ‘The one they call the Finder.’


I nodded. Cicero smiled warmly. There was a restless, inquisitive sparkle in his eyes. I was immediately impressed, without quite knowing why.


And in the next instant dismayed when Cicero opened his mouth to speak. He said only two words, but that was enough. The voice that came from his throat was high and grating. Tiro, with his sweet modulations, should have been the orator. Cicero had a voice fit for an auctioneer or a comic actor, a voice as peculiar as his name. ‘This way,’ he said, indicating that we should follow him through the red curtain.


The hallway was quite short, hardly a hallway at all. We walked between unadorned walls for only a few paces, and then both walls ended. To the right was a broad curtain of pale yellow gauze, so fine I could see straight through it into the small but immaculately kept atrium beyond. Open to the sun and sky, the atrium was like a well carved out of the house, a reservoir spilling over with heat and light. At its centre a tiny fountain splashed. The gauzy curtain rippled and billowed gently, like a mist disturbed by a puff of air, like a living membrane sighing at the slightest breeze.


Facing the atrium was a large, airy room lit by narrow windows set high in the ceiling. The walls were of white plaster. The furniture was all of dark polished wood in rustic designs, embellished by subtle flourishes of woodwork, silver clasps, and inlays of mother-of-pearl, carnelian, and lapis.


The room was filled with an astonishing number of scrolls. This was Cicero’s library and his study. Such rooms are often the most intimate in the homes of wealthy men, revealing more about their owners than do bedchambers or dining rooms, which are the domain of women and slaves. It was a private room, indelibly marked by its owner, but a public room as well – testifying to this were the number of chairs scattered about, some of them pulled close together, as if they had just been vacated by a huddled group of visitors. Cicero gestured to a group of three chairs, seated himself, and indicated that we should do likewise. What kind of man greets guests in his library rather than in his dining room or veranda? A man with Greek pretensions, I thought. A scholar. A lover of knowledge and wisdom. A man who would open a conversation with a total stranger with a gambit such as this:


‘Tell me something, Gordianus the Finder – have you ever considered murdering your father?’
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What must my face have looked like? I suppose I gave a start, winced, looked askance. Cicero saw all and smiled in that demure way that orators smile whenever they successfully manipulate an audience. Actors (I have known more than a few) feel much the same sort of satisfaction, the same thrill of power. The herdsman reveals the truth to Oedipus, and with a single word elicits gasps of shock and dismay from a thousand throats, all responding on cue. Behind his mask the herdsman smiles and makes his exit.


I pretended to gaze with an abstracted air at some nearby scrolls; I could see from the corner of my eye that Cicero still watched me, intent on gauging my every reaction. Orators think they can control everyone and everything with their words. I strained to bleed every hint of expression from my face.


‘My father,’ I began, and then had to pause to clear my throat, hating the interruption, for it seemed a sign of weakness. ‘My father is already dead, esteemed Cicero. He died many years ago.’ The mischief in his eyes receded. He frowned.


‘My apologies,’ he said quietly, with a slight bow of his head. ‘I meant no offence.’


‘None was taken.’


‘Good.’ After a suitable interval the frown vanished. The look of mischief returned. ‘Then you won’t mind if I pose the same question again – purely as a hypothetical matter, of course. Suppose then, only suppose, that you had a father you wished to be rid of. How would you go about it?’


I shrugged. ‘How old is the old man?’


‘Sixty, perhaps sixty-five.’


‘And how old am I – hypothetically speaking?’


‘Perhaps forty.’


‘Time,’ I said. ‘Whatever the complaint, time will take care of it, as surely as any other remedy.’


Cicero nodded. ‘Simply wait, you mean. Sit back. Relax. Allow nature to take its course. Yes, that would be the easiest way. And perhaps, though not necessarily, the safest. Certainly, it’s what most people would do, confronted with another person whose existence they can hardly bear – especially if that person is older or weaker, especially if he happens to be a member of the family. Most especially if he happens to be one’s father. Bear the discomfort and be patient. Let it be resolved by time. After all, no one lives forever, and the young usually outlive their elders.’


Cicero paused. The yellow gauze gently rose and fell as if the whole house exhaled. The room was flooded with heat. ‘But time can be something of a luxury. Certainly, if one waits long enough, an old man of sixty-five will eventually expire on his own – though he may be an old man of eighty-five before that happens.’


He rose from his chair and began to pace. Cicero was not a man to orate while sitting still. I would later come to see his whole body as a sort of engine – the legs deliberately pacing, the arms in motion, the hands shaping ponderous gestures, the head tilting, the eyebrows oscillating up and down. None of these movements was an end in itself. Instead they were all connected together somehow, and all subservient to his voice, that strange, irritating, completely fascinating voice – as if his voice were an instrument and his body the machine that produced it; as if his limbs and digits were the gears and levers necessary to manufacture the voice that issued from his mouth. The body moved. The voice emerged.


‘Consider,’ he said – a tilt of the head, a subtle flourish of the hand – ‘an old man of sixty-five, a widower living alone in Rome. Not at all the reclusive type. He’s quite fond of going to dinners and parties. He loves the arena and the theatre. He frequents the baths. He even patronizes – I swear it, at sixty-five! – the neighbourhood brothel. Pleasure is his life. As for work, he’s retired. Oh, there’s money to spare. Valuable estates in the countryside, vineyards and farms – but he doesn’t bother with that any more. He’s long left the work of running things to someone younger.’


‘To me,’ I said.


Cicero smiled slightly. Like all orators, he hated any interruption, but the question proved that I was at least listening. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘hypothetically speaking. To you. To his hypothetical son. As for the old man, his own life is now devoted solely to pleasure. In its pursuit he walks the streets of the city at all hours of the day and night, attended only by his slaves.’


‘He has no bodyguard?’ I said.


‘None to speak of. Two slaves accompany him. More for convenience than protection.’


‘Armed?’


‘Probably not.’


‘My hypothetical father is asking for trouble.’


Cicero nodded. ‘Indeed. The streets of Rome are hardly the place for any decent citizen to go gadding about in the middle of the night. Especially an older man. Especially if he has the look of money about him, and no armed guard. Foolhardy! Taking his life into his hands, day by day – such an old fool. Sooner or later he’ll come to no good end, or so you think. And yet, year after year he keeps up this outrageous behaviour, and it comes to nothing. You begin to think that some invisible demon or spirit must be looking after him, for he never comes to harm. Never once is he robbed. Not once is he even threatened. The worst that occurs is that he may be accosted by a beggar or a drunkard or some vagrant whore late at night, and these he can easily handle with a coin or a word to his slaves. No, time seems not to be cooperating. Left to his own devices, the old man may very well live forever.’


‘And would that be so bad? I think I’m beginning to like him.’


Cicero raised an eyebrow. ‘On the contrary, you hate him. Never mind why. Simply assume for the moment that, for whatever reason, you want him dead. Desperately.’


‘Time would still be easiest. Sixty-five, you said – how is his health?’


‘Excellent. Probably better than yours. And why not? Everyone is always saying how overworked you are, running the estates, raising your family, working yourself into an early grave – while the old man hasn’t a care in the world. All he does is enjoy himself. In the morning he rests. In the afternoon he plans his evening. In the evening he stuffs himself with expensive food, drinks to excess, carouses with men half his age. The next morning he recovers at the baths and begins all over again. How is his health? I told you, he still patronizes the local whorehouse.’


‘Food and drink have been known to kill a man,’ I ventured. ‘And they say that many a whore has stopped an old man’s heart.’


Cicero shook his head. ‘Not good enough, too unreliable. You hate him, don’t you understand? Perhaps you fear him. You grow impatient for his death.’


‘Politics?’ I offered.


Cicero ceased his pacing for a moment, smiled, and then resumed. ‘Politics,’ he said. ‘Yes, in these days, in Rome – politics could certainly kill a man more quickly and surely than high living or a whore’s embrace or even a midnight stroll through the Subura.’ He spread his hands wide open in an orator’s despair. ‘Unfortunately, the old man is one of those remarkable creatures who manages to go through life without ever having any politics at all.’


‘In Rome?’ I said. ‘A citizen and a landowner? Impossible.’


‘Then say that he’s one of those men like a rabbit – charming, vacuous, harmless. Never attracting attention to himself, never giving offence. Not worth the bother of hunting, so long as there’s larger game afoot. Surrounded on every side by politics, like a thicket of nettles, yet able to slip through the maze without a scratch.’


‘He sounds clever. I like this old man more and more.’


Cicero frowned. ‘Cleverness has nothing to do with it. The old man has no strategy except to slip through life with the least possible inconvenience. He’s lucky, that’s all. Nothing reaches him. The Italian allies rise in revolt against Rome? He comes from Ameria, a village that waits until the last moment to join the revolt, then reaps the first fruits of the reconciliation; that’s how he became a citizen. Civil war between Marius and Sulla, then between Sulla and Cinna? The old man wavers in his loyalty – a realist and an opportunist like most Romans these days – and emerges like the delicate maiden who traverses a raging stream by hopping from stone to stone without even getting her sandals wet. Those who have no opinions are the only people safe today. A rabbit, I tell you. If you leave it to politics to put him in danger, he’ll live to be a hundred.’


‘Surely he can’t be as vapid as you describe. Every man takes risks these days just by being alive. You say he’s a landowner, with interests in Rome. He must be a client to some influential family. Who are his patrons?’


Cicero laughed. ‘Even there he chooses the blandest, safest possible family to ally himself with – the Metelli. Sulla’s in-laws – or at least they were until Sulla divorced his fourth wife. And not just any of the Metelli, but the oldest, the most inert, and endlessly respectable of its many branches. Somehow or other he ingratiated himself to Caecilia Metella. Have you ever met her?’


I shook my head.


‘You will,’ he said mysteriously. ‘No, politics will never kill this old man for you. Sulla may fill up the Forum with heads on sticks, the Field of Mars may become a bowl of blood tipping into the Tiber – you’ll still find the old man traipsing about after dark in the worst parts of town, stuffed from a dinner party at Caecilia’s, blithely on his way to the neighbourhood whorehouse.’


Cicero abruptly sat down. The machine, it seemed, needed an occasional rest, but the cracked instrument continued to play. ‘So you see that fate will not cooperate in taking the odious old man off your hands. Besides, it may be that there’s some urgent reason that you want him dead – not just hatred or a grudge, but some crisis immediately at hand. You have to take action yourself.’


‘You suggest that I murder my own father?’


‘Exactly.’


‘Impossible.’


‘You must.’


‘Un-Roman!’


‘Fate compels you.’


‘Then – poison?’


He shrugged. ‘Possibly, if you had the proper access. But you’re not an ordinary father and son, coming and going in each other’s household. There’s been some bitterness between you. Consider: the old man has his own town house here in Rome, and seldom sleeps anywhere else. You live at the old family home in Ameria, and on the rare occasions when business brings you into the city, you never sleep in your father’s house. You stay with a friend instead, or even at an inn – the quarrel between you runs that deep. So you don’t have easy access to the old man’s dinner before he eats it. Bribe one of his servants? Unlikely and highly uncertain – in a family divided, the slaves always choose sides. They’ll be far more loyal to him than to you. Poison is an unworkable solution.’


The yellow curtain rippled. A gust of warm air slipped beneath its hem and entered the room like a mist clinging low to the ground. I felt it pool and eddy about my feet, heavy with the scent of jasmine. The morning was almost over. The true heat of the day was about to begin. I suddenly felt sleepy. So did Tiro; I saw him stifle a yawn. Perhaps he was simply bored. This was probably not the first time that he had heard his master run through the same string of arguments, refining his logic, worrying over the particular polish and gloss of each phrase.


I cleared my throat. ‘Then the solution seems obvious, esteemed Cicero. If the father must be murdered – at the instigation of his own son, a crime almost too hideous to contemplate – then it should be done when the old man is most vulnerable and most accessible. Some moonless night, on his way home from a party, or on his way to a brothel. No witnesses at that hour, at least none who’d be eager to testify. Gangs roaming the streets. There would be nothing suspicious about such a death. It would be easy to blame it on some passing group of anonymous thugs.’


Cicero leaned forwards in his chair. The machine was reviving. ‘So you wouldn’t commit the act yourself, by your own hand?’


‘Certainly not! I wouldn’t even be in Rome. I’d be far to the north in my house in Ameria – having nightmares, probably.’


‘You’d hire some assassins to do it for you?’


‘Of course.’


‘People you knew and trusted?’


‘Would I be likely to know such people personally? A hardworking Amerian farmer?’ I shrugged. ‘More likely I’d be relying on strangers. A gang leader met in a tavern in the Subura. A nameless acquaintance recommended by another acquaintance known to a casual friend . . .’


‘Is that how it’s done?’ Cicero was genuinely curious. He spoke no longer to the hypothetical parricide, but to Gordianus the Finder. ‘They told me that you would actually know a thing or two about this sort of business. They said: “Yes, if you want to get in touch with the kind of men who don’t mind getting blood on their hands, Gordianus is one place to start.” ’


‘They? Whom do you mean, Cicero? Who says that I drink from the same cup with killers?’


He bit his lip, not quite certain how much he wanted to tell me yet. I answered for him. ‘I think you mean Hortensius, don’t you? Since it was Hortensius who recommended me to you?’


Cicero shot a sharp glance at Tiro, who was suddenly quite awake.


‘No, Master, I told him nothing. He guessed it –’ For the first time that day, Tiro sounded to me like a slave.


‘Guessed? What do you mean?’


‘Deduced would be a better word. Tiro is telling the truth. I know, more or less anyway, what you’ve called me for. A murder case involving a father and son, both called Sextus Roscius.’


‘You guessed that this was my reason for calling on you? But how? I only decided yesterday to take on Roscius as a client.’


I sighed. The curtain sighed. The heat crept up my feet and legs, like water slowly rising in a well. ‘Perhaps you should have Tiro explain it to you later. I think it’s too hot for me to go through it all again step by step. But I know that Hortensius had the case to begin with, and that you have it now. And I presume that all this talk about hypothetical conspiracies has something to do with the actual murder?’


Cicero looked glum. I think he felt foolish at finding that I had known the true circumstances all along. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘it’s hot. Tiro, you’ll bring some refreshment. Some wine, mixed with cool water. Perhaps some fruit. Do you like dried apples, Gordianus?’


Tiro rose from his chair. ‘I’ll tell Athalena.’


‘No, Tiro, fetch it yourself. Take your time.’ The order was demeaning, and intentionally so; I could tell by the look of hurt in Tiro’s eyes, and by the look in Cicero’s as well, heavy-lidded and drooping from something other than the heat. Tiro was unused to being given such menial tasks. And Cicero? One sees it all the time, a master taking out petty frustrations on the slaves around him. The habit becomes so commonplace that they do it without thinking; slaves come to accept it without humiliation or repining, as if it were a god-sent inconvenience, like rainfall on a market day.


Cicero and Tiro were not nearly so advanced along that path. Before Tiro had disappeared pouting from the room, Cicero relented, as much as he could without losing face. ‘Tiro!’ he called. He waited for the slave to turn. He looked him in the eye. ‘Be sure to bring a portion for yourself as well.’


A crueller man would have smiled as he spoke. A lesser man would have cast his eyes to the floor. Cicero did neither, and in that moment I discovered my first glimmering of respect for him.


Tiro departed. For a moment Cicero toyed with a ring on his finger, then turned his attention back to me.


‘You were about to tell me something of how one goes about arranging a murder in the streets of Rome. Forgive me if the question is presumptuous. I don’t mean to imply that you yourself have ever offended the gods by taking part in such crimes. But they say – Hortensius says – that you happen to know more than a little about these matters. Who, how, and how much . . .’


I shrugged. ‘If a man wants another man murdered, there’s nothing so difficult about that. As I said, a word to the right man, a bit of gold passed from hand to hand, and the job is done.’


‘But where does one find the right man?’


I had been forgetting how young and inexperienced he was, despite his education and wit. ‘It’s easier than you might think. For years the gangs have been controlling the streets of Rome after dark, and sometimes even in broad daylight.’


‘But the gangs fight each other.’


‘The gangs fight anyone who gets in their way.’


‘Their crimes are political. They ally themselves with a particular party—’


‘They have no politics, except the politics of whatever man hires them. And no loyalty, except the loyalty that money buys. Think, Cicero. Where do the gangs come from? Some of them are spawned right here in Rome, like maggots under a rock – the poor, the children of the poor, their grandchildren and great-grandchildren. Whole dynasties of crime, generations of villains breeding pedigrees of vice. They negotiate with one another like little nations. They intermarry like noble families. And they hire themselves out like mercenaries to whatever politician or general offers the grandest promises.’


Cicero glanced away, peering into the translucent folds of the yellow curtain, as if he could see beyond it all the human refuse of Rome. ‘Where do they all come from?’ he muttered.


‘They grow up through the pavement,’ I said, ‘like weeds. Or they drift in from the countryside, refugees from war after war. Think about it: Sulla wins his war against the rebellious Italian allies and pays his soldiers in land. But to acquire that land, the defeated allies must first be uprooted. Where do they end up, except as beggars and slaves in Rome? And all for what? The countryside is devastated by war. The soldiers know nothing of farming; in a month or a year they sell their holdings to the highest bidder and head back to the city. The countryside falls into the grip of vast landholders. Small farmers struggle to compete, are defeated and dispossessed – they find their way to Rome. More and more I’ve seen it in my own lifetime, the gulf between the rich and poor, the smallness of the one, the vastness of the other. Rome is like a woman of fabulous wealth and beauty, draped in gold and festooned with jewels, her belly big with a foetus named Empire – and infested from head to foot by a million scampering lice.’


Cicero frowned. ‘Hortensius warned me that you would talk politics.’


‘Only because politics is the air we breathe – I inhale a breath, and what else could come out? It may be otherwise in other cities, but not in the Republic, and not in our lifetimes. Call it politics, call it reality. The gangs exist for a reason. No one can get rid of them. Everyone fears them. A man bent on murder would find a way to use them. He’d only be following the example of a successful politician.’


‘You mean—’


‘I don’t mean any particular politician. They all use the gangs, or try to.’


‘But you mean Sulla.’


Cicero spoke the name first. I was surprised. I was impressed. At some point the conversation had slipped out of control. It was quickly turning seditious.


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘If you insist: Sulla.’ I looked away. My eyes fell on the yellow curtain. I found myself gazing at it and into it, as if in the vagueness of the shapes beyond I could make out the images of an old nightmare. ‘Were you in Rome when the proscriptions began?’


Cicero nodded.


‘So was I. Then you know what it was like. Each day the new list of the proscribed would be posted in the Forum. And who were always first in line to read the names? No, not anyone who might have been on the list, because they were all cowering at home, or wisely barricaded in the countryside. First in line were the gangs and their leaders – because Sulla didn’t care who destroyed his enemies, or his imagined enemies, so long as they were destroyed. Show up with the head of a proscribed man slung over your shoulder, sign a receipt, and receive a bag of silver in exchange. To acquire that head, stop at nothing. Break down the doors of a citizen’s house. Beat his children, rape his wife – but leave his valuables in place, for once head and body are parted, the property of a proscribed Roman becomes the property of Sulla.’


‘Not exactly . . .’


‘I misspoke, of course. I meant to say that when an enemy of the state is beheaded, his estate is confiscated and becomes property of the state – meaning that it will be auctioned at the earliest convenient date at insanely low prices to Sulla’s friends.’


Even Cicero blanched at this. He concealed his agitation well, but I noticed his eyes shift for the briefest instant from side to side, as if he were wary of spies concealed among the scrolls. ‘You’re a man of strong opinions, Gordianus. The heat loosens your tongue. But what has any of this to do with the subject at hand?’


I had to laugh. ‘And what is the subject? I think I’ve forgotten.’


‘Arranging a murder,’ Cicero snapped, sounding for all the world like a teacher of oratory attempting to steer an unruly pupil back to the prescribed topic. ‘A murder of purely personal motive.’


‘Well, then, I’m only trying to point out how easy it is these days to find a willing assassin. And not only in the Subura. Look on any street corner – yes, even this one. I’d gladly wager that I could leave your door, walk around the block exactly once, and return with a newfound friend more than willing to murder my pleasure-loving, whoremongering, hypothetical father.’


‘You go too far, Gordianus. Had you been trained in rhetoric, you’d know the limits of hyperbole.’


‘I don’t exaggerate. The gangs have grown that bold. It’s Sulla’s fault and no one else’s. He made them his personal bounty hunters. He unleashed them to run wild across Rome, like packs of wolves. Until the proscriptions officially ended last year, the gangs had almost unlimited power to hunt and kill. So they bring in the head of an innocent man, a man who’s not on the list – so what? Accidents happen. Add his name to the list of the proscribed. The dead man becomes a retroactive enemy of the state. What matter if that means his family will be disinherited, his children ruined and reduced to paupers, fresh fodder for the gangs? It also means that some friend of Sulla’s will acquire a new house in the city.’


Cicero looked as if a bad tooth were worrying him. He raised his hand to silence me. I raised my own hand to stave him off.


‘I’m only now reaching my point. You see, it wasn’t only the rich and powerful who suffered during the proscriptions, and still suffer. Once Pandora’s box is opened, no one can close it. Crime becomes habit. The unthinkable becomes commonplace. You don’t see it from here, where you live. This street is too narrow, too quiet. No weeds grow through the paving stones that run by your door. Oh, no doubt, in the worst of it, you had a few neighbours dragged from their homes in the middle of the night. Perhaps you have a view of the Forum from the roof, and on a clear day you might have counted the new heads added to the pikes.


‘But I see a different Rome, Cicero, that other Rome that Sulla has left to posterity. They say he plans to retire soon, leaving behind him a new constitution to strengthen the upper classes and put the people in their place. And what is that place, but the crime-ridden Rome that Sulla bequeaths to us? My Rome, Cicero. A Rome that breeds in shadow, that moves at night, that breathes the very air of vice without the disguises of politics or wealth. After all, that’s why you’ve called me here, isn’t it? To take you into that world, or to enter it myself and bring back to you whatever it is you’re seeking. That’s what I can offer you, if you’re seeking the truth.’


At that moment Tiro returned, bearing a silver tray set with three cups, a round loaf of bread, dried apples, and white cheese. His presence instantly sobered me. We were no longer two men alone in a room discussing politics, but two citizens and a slave, or two men and a boy, considering Tiro’s innocence. I would never have spoken so recklessly had he never left the room. I feared I had said too much already.
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Tiro set the tray on a low table between us. Cicero glanced at it without interest. ‘So much food, Tiro?’


‘It’s almost midday, Master. Gordianus will be hungry.’


‘Very well, then. We must show him our hospitality.’ He stared at the tray, hardly seeming to see it. He gently rubbed his temples, as if I had stuffed his head too full of seditious ideas.


The walk had made me hungry. The talk had left my mouth thick and dry. The heat had given me a deep thirst. Even so, I patiently waited for Cicero to initiate the meal – my politics may be radical but my manners have never been questioned – when Tiro gave me a start by leaning forwards eagerly in his chair, tearing a piece from a loaf, and reaching for a cup.


At just such moments one learns how deeply convention is bred into the soul. For all that life had taught me about the arbitrary nature of fate and the absurdities of slavery, for all that I had endeavoured from the moment I met him to treat Tiro as a man, I still let out a quiet gasp at seeing a slave take the first food from a table while his master sat back, not yet ready to begin.


They both heard it. Tiro looked up, puzzled. Cicero laughed softly.


‘Gordianus is shocked. He’s not used to our ways, Tiro, or to your manners. It’s all right, Gordianus. Tiro knows that I never eat at midday. He’s used to beginning without me. Please, eat something yourself. The cheese is quite good, all the way from the dairy at Arpinum, sent with my grandmother’s love.


‘As for me, I’ll have a bit of the wine. Only a bit; in this heat it’s likely to turn sour in the stomach. Is it only me who suffers from that particular malady? I can’t eat at all in midsummer; I fast for days at a time. Meantime, while your mouth is busy with food instead of treason, perhaps I’ll have a chance to say a bit more about my reasons for asking you here.’


Cicero swallowed and gave a slight wince, as if the wine had begun to sour the moment it passed his lips. ‘We strayed from the subject some while ago, didn’t we? What would Diodotus say to that, Tiro? What have I been paying that old Greek for all these years if I’m not even able to hold an orderly conversation in my own home? Disorderly speech is not only unseemly; in the wrong time and the wrong place it can be deadly.’


‘I was never quite certain what the subject was, esteemed Cicero. I seem to recall that we were plotting to murder someone’s father. My father, or was it Tiro’s? No, they’re both already dead. Perhaps it was yours?’


Cicero was not amused. ‘I introduced a hypothetical model, Gordianus, simply to sound you out about some factors – methodology, practicality, plausibility – regarding a very real and very deadly crime. A crime already accomplished. The tragic fact is that a certain farmer from the hamlet of Ameria—’


‘Much like the hypothetical old farmer you described?’


‘Exactly like him. As I was saying, a certain farmer from Ameria was murdered in the streets of Rome on the Ides of September, the night of the full moon – almost eight months ago. His name you already seem to know: Sextus Roscius. Now, in exactly eight days – on the Ides of May – the son of Sextus Roscius will go on trial, accused of arranging the murder of his father. I’ll be defending him.’


‘With such a defence I should think there’d be no need for a prosecutor.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘From all you’ve said, it seems obvious that you think the son is guilty.’


‘Nonsense! Was I that convincing? I suppose I should be pleased. I was only trying to paint the case as his accusers might describe it.’


‘You’re saying that you believe this Sextus Roscius is innocent?’


‘Of course! Why else should I be defending him against these outrageous charges?’


‘Cicero, I know enough about advocates and orators to know that they don’t necessarily have to believe in a point to argue for it. Nor do they have to believe in a man’s innocence to defend him.’


Tiro suddenly glowered at me across the table. ‘You have no right,’ he said, with a desperate little break in his voice. ‘Marcus Tullius Cicero is a man of the highest principles, of unquestionable integrity, a man who speaks what he believes and believes every word he speaks, rare enough in Rome these days perhaps, but even so—’


‘Enough!’ Cicero’s voice carried tremendous force, but little anger. He raised his hand in an orator’s gesture of desist, and seemed unable to keep from smiling.


‘You’ll forgive young Tiro,’ he said, leaning towards me with an air of confidentiality. ‘He’s a loyal servant, and for that I’m grateful. There are few enough to be found nowadays.’ He gazed at Tiro with a look of pure affection, open, genuine, and unabashed. Tiro suddenly found it convenient to gaze elsewhere – at the table, the tray of food, the softly billowing curtain.


‘But perhaps he is sometimes too loyal. What do you think, Gordianus? What do you think, Tiro – perhaps we should pose such a proposition to Diodotus the next time he calls and see what the master of rhetoric can make of it. A fit subject for debate: is it possible that a slave can be too loyal to his master? That is to say, too enthusiastic in his devotion, too ready to spring to his master’s defence?’


Cicero glanced at the tray and reached for a bit of dried apple. He held it between his thumb and forefinger and studied it as if considering whether his delicate constitution could tolerate even such a tiny morsel in the full heat of the day. There was a pause and a silence, broken only by the trilling of a bird in the atrium outside. In the stillness the room around us seemed to breathe again, or rather to attempt to breathe, vainly struggling to catch a shallow breath and coming up short; the curtain billowed tentatively inward, then out, then in again, never quite enough to release a gust of air in either direction, as if the breeze were a warm and palpable thing trapped beneath its brocaded hem. Cicero frowned and replaced the morsel on the tray.


Suddenly the curtain gave an audible snap. A breath of warmth eddied across the tiles and over my feet. The room had finally released its pent-up sigh.


‘You ask if I believe that Sextus Roscius is innocent of his father’s murder.’ Cicero spread his fingers and pressed the tips together. ‘The answer is yes. When you meet him, you too will believe in his innocence.’


It seemed at last that we might be getting down to business. I had had enough of the games passing back and forth in Cicero’s study, enough of the yellow curtain and the stifling heat.


‘How exactly did he die, the old man? Bludgeons, knives, stones? How many assailants? Were they seen? Can they be identified? Where was the son at the very moment the crime took place, and how did he learn the news? Who else had reason to kill the old man? What were the terms of his will? Who brings the charges against the son, and why?’ I paused, but only to take a sip of wine. ‘And tell me this—’


‘Gordianus,’ Cicero laughed, ‘if I knew all this, I would hardly be needing your services, would I?’


‘But you must know a little.’


‘More than a little, but still not enough. Very well, I can at least answer your last question. The charges have been lodged by a prosecutor named Gaius Erucius. I see you’ve heard of him – or has the wine turned to vinegar in your mouth?’


‘I’ve more than heard of him,’ I said. ‘From time to time I’ve actually worked for him, but only from hunger. Erucius was born a slave in Sicily; now he’s a freedman with the shadiest law practice in Rome. He takes cases for money, not merit. He’d defend a man who raped his mother if there was gold in it, and then turn around and prosecute the old woman for slander if he saw a profit. Any idea who’s hired him to take on the case?’


‘No, but when you meet Sextus Roscius—’


‘You keep saying that I’ll soon be meeting someone – first Caecilia Metella, now Sextus Roscius. Will they be arriving soon?’


‘Actually, it’s best if we pay them a visit ourselves.’


‘What makes you so certain that I’ll be coming along? I came here under the impression that you had work for me, but so far you haven’t even explained what you want. Nor have you made any mention of payment.’


‘I’m aware of your regular fees, at least as Hortensius explained them. I assume he would know.’


I nodded.


‘As for the job, it’s this: I want proof that Sextus Roscius is innocent of his father’s murder. Better than that, I want to know who the real murderers were. Even better, I want to know who hired those murderers, and why. And all of this in eight days, before the Ides.’


‘You talk as if I’d already accepted the job. Perhaps I’m not interested, Cicero.’


He shook his head and pressed his lips into a thin smile.


‘You’re not the only man who can deduce another man’s character before you’ve met him, Gordianus. I do know a thing or two about you. Three things, in fact. Any one of them would persuade you to take this case. First, you need the money. A man of your means, living in a big house up on the Esquiline – there can never be enough money. Am I right?’


I shrugged.


‘Secondly, Hortensius tells me that you love a mystery. Or rather that you hate a mystery. You’re the type that can’t abide the unknown, that feels compelled to wrest truth from falsehood, strike order from chaos. Who killed old Roscius, Gordianus? You’re already hooked, like a fish on a line. Admit it.’


‘Well . . .’


‘Thirdly, you’re a man who loves justice.’


‘Did Hortensius tell you that, too? Hortensius wouldn’t know a just man from—’


‘No one told me. That I deduced for myself, in the last half hour. No man speaks his mind as candidly as you have who isn’t a lover of justice. I’m offering you a chance to see it done.’ He leaned forwards in his chair. ‘Can you bear to see an innocent man put to death? Well, then – will you take the case, or won’t you?’


‘I will.’


Cicero clapped his hands and sprang to his feet. ‘Good. Very good! We’ll leave for Caecilia’s house right away.’


‘Now? In this heat? It’s just past noon.’


‘There’s no time to waste. If the heat is too much for you, I could summon a litter – but no, that would take too long. It isn’t far. Tiro, fetch us a pair of broad-brimmed hats.’


Tiro gave his master a plaintive look.


‘Very well, then, fetch three.’






VI
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‘What makes you think she’ll even be awake at this hour?’


The Forum was deserted. The paving stones shimmered with heat. Not a soul was afoot except for the three of us stealing like thieves across the flagstones. I quickened the pace. The heat burned through the thin soles of my shoes. Both my companions, I noticed, wore more expensive footwear than my own, with thick leather soles to protect their feet.


‘Caecilia will be awake,’ Cicero assured me. ‘She’s a hopeless insomniac – so far as I can tell, she never sleeps at all.’


We reached the foot of the Sacred Way. My heart sank as I gazed up the steep, narrow avenue that led to the imposing villas atop the Palatine. The world was all sun and stone, utterly without shade. The layers of shimmering heat made the summit of the Palatine seem hazy and indistinct, very high and far away.


We began the ascent. Tiro led the way, oblivious of the effort. There was something strange about his eagerness to come along, something beyond mere curiosity or the desire to follow his master. I was too hot to puzzle over it.


‘One thing I must ask of you, Gordianus.’ Cicero was beginning to show signs of exertion, but he talked through them, like a true stoic. ‘I appreciated your candour when you spoke your mind in my study. No one can say you are less than an honest man. But hold your tongue in Caecilia’s house. Her family has long been allied with Sulla – his late fourth wife was a Metella.’


‘You mean the daughter of Delmaticus? The one he divorced while she lay dying?’


‘Exactly. The Metelli were not happy about the divorce, despite Sulla’s excuses.’


‘The augurs looked in a bowl of sheep entrails and told him his wife’s illness would pollute his household.’


‘So Sulla claimed. Caecilia herself would probably take no offence at anything you might say, but you can never tell. She’s an old woman, unmarried and childless. Given to strange ways – such as happens when a woman is left to her own devices too long, without a husband and family to occupy her with wholesome pursuits. Her passion these days is for whatever Oriental cult happens to be new and fashionable in Rome, the more foreign and bizarre, the better. She’s not much concerned with mere earthly matters.


‘But it’s likely there’ll be another in the house with keener ears and sharper eyes. I’m thinking of my good young friend Marcus Messalla – we call him Rufus, on account of his red hair. He’s no stranger to Caecilia Metella’s house; he’s known her since he was a child, and she’s almost like an aunt to him. A fine young man – or not quite a man yet, only sixteen. Rufus comes to my house rather often, for gatherings and lectures and such, and he already knows his way around the law courts. He’s quite eager to help in Sextus Roscius’s behalf.’


‘But?’


‘But his family connections make him dangerous. Hortensius is his half brother – when Hortensius dropped the case, it was young Rufus he sent to my door to beg me to take it on. More to the point, the boy’s older sister is that same young Valeria whom Sulla recently took to be his fifth wife. Poor Rufus has little affection for his new brother-in-law, but the marriage does put him in an awkward position. I would ask that you restrain yourself from slandering our esteemed dictator in his presence.’


‘Of course, Cicero.’ When I left the house that morning I had never expected to be circulating with high nobles like the Metelli and Messalli. I looked down at the garments I wore, a common citizen’s toga over a plain tunic. The only touch of purple was a wine stain near the hem. Bethesda claimed to have spent hours trying to remove it without success.


By the time we reached the summit, even Tiro was showing signs of fatigue. His dark curls were pasted to his forehead with sweat. His face was flushed with exertion – or perhaps with something more like excitement. I wondered again about his eagerness to reach Caecilia Metella’s house.


‘This is it,’ Cicero huffed, pausing to catch his breath. The house before us was a sprawling mass of rose stucco, ringed about by ancient oaks. The doorway was recessed beneath a portico and flanked by two helmeted soldiers in full battle gear with swords at their belts and spears in their fists. Grizzled veterans from Sulla’s army, I thought, and gave a start.


‘The guards,’ Cicero said, making a vague gesture with his hand as he mounted the steps. ‘Ignore them. They must be sweltering beneath all that leather. Tiro?’


Tiro, who had been staring in fascination at the soldiers’ gear, sprang ahead of his master to rap at the heavy oak doors. A long moment passed in which we all caught our breaths and removed our hats beneath the shaded portico.


The door opened inward on silent hinges. Cool air and the scent of incense wafted out to greet us.


Tiro and the door slave exchanged the typical formalities – ‘My master comes to see your mistress’ – then we waited for another moment before the slave of the foyer came to usher us inside. He relieved us of our hats, then disappeared to fetch the announcer. I looked over my shoulder at the doorkeeper, who sat on a stool beside the portal busying himself with some sort of handicraft, his foot attached to the wall by a chain just long enough to allow him to reach the door.


The announcer arrived, obviously disappointed to find that it was Cicero and not some grovelling client from whom he might extort a few denarii before allowing further admission to the house. From small signs – his high voice, the visible enlargement of his breasts – I realized he was a eunuch. While in the East they are an indispensable and ancient part of the social fabric, the unsexed remain a rarity in Rome and are looked on with great distaste. Cicero had said that Caecilia was a follower of Oriental cults, but to keep a eunuch in her household struck me as a truly bizarre affectation.


We followed him around the central atrium and up a flight of marble steps. The announcer pulled back a hanging curtain, and I followed Cicero into a chamber that would not have looked too out of place in a high-priced Alexandrian brothel.


We seemed to have stepped into a large and overdecorated tent, plush and pillow-strewn, with carpets and hangings everywhere. Brass lamps hung from standing braziers in the corners and exhaled trickles of smoke. It was from this room that the smell of incense permeated the house. I could hardly breathe. The various spices were being burned without the least sensitivity to their individual proportions and properties. The crude concentrations of sandalwood and myrrh were nauseating. Any Egyptian housewife would have known better.


‘Mistress,’ the eunuch whispered in a high voice. ‘The esteemed Marcus Tullius Cicero, advocate.’ He quickly withdrew.


At the far end of the room was our hostess, sprawled face down amid cushions on the floor. Two female slaves attended her, kneeling on either side. The slaves were dark-skinned and dressed in Egyptian style, wearing diaphanous gowns and heavily made-up. Above them, dominating the room, was the object before which Caecilia prostrated herself.


I had never seen anything quite like it. It was clearly an incarnation of one of the Oriental earth goddesses, Cybele or Astarte or Isis, though I had never before seen this particular permutation. The statue stood eight feet tall, so tall that the top of its head grazed the ceiling. The thing had a stern, almost manly face and wore a crown made of serpents. At first glance I assumed that the pendulous objects adorning her torso were breasts, scores and scores of them. A closer look at the curious way in which the orbs were grouped made me realize they must be testicles. In one hand the goddess held a scythe, the blade of which had been painted bright red.


‘What?’ A muffled voice rose from the cushions. Caecilia floundered for a moment. The slave girls each took an arm and helped her up. She spun around and looked at us in alarm.


‘No, no!’ she shrieked. ‘That stupid eunuch! Out, out of the room, Cicero! You weren’t to come inside, you were to wait outside the curtain. How could he have made such a stupid mistake? No men are allowed into the sanctum of the Goddess. Oh, dear, it’s happened again. Well, by rights you should all three be sacrificed as a punishment, or at least flogged, but I suppose that’s out of the question. Of course, one of you could take the place of the others – but no, I won’t even ask it, I know how fond you are of young Tiro. Perhaps this other slave—’ She glanced at my iron ring, the mark of a common citizen, and seeing I was no one’s slave threw up her hands in disappointment. Her nails were unusually long and stained red with henna, in the Egyptian fashion.


‘Oh, dear. I suppose this means I’ll have to flog one of the poor slave girls in your place, just as I did when that eunuch made the same stupid mistake last week with Rufus. Oh, dear, and they’re so delicate. The Goddess will be very angry. . . .’


‘I don’t see how he could make the same mistake twice. Do you think he does it on purpose?’ We were seated in Caecilia’s reception room, a high, long hall with skylights above and open doors at either end to admit the breeze. The walls were painted in the realist fashion to reproduce a garden – green grass, trees, peacocks, and flowers on the walls, blue sky above. The floor was green tile. The ceiling was draped with blue cloth.


‘No, don’t answer that. I know what you’d say, Cicero. But Ahausarus is far too valuable to be got rid of, and too delicate to punish. If only he weren’t so scatterbrained.’


There were four of us seated around a small silver table set with cool water and pomegranates – Cicero, myself, Caecilia, and the young Rufus, who had arrived ahead of us but had known better than to enter Metella’s sanctum, preferring to wait in the garden instead. Tiro stood a short distance behind his master’s chair.


Metella was a large, florid woman. Despite her age she appeared quite robust. Whatever colour her hair might originally have been, it was now fiery red, and probably white beneath the henna. She wore it piled high on her head, wound in a tapering coil held in place by a long silver pin. The pointed tip poked through on one side; the needle’s head was decorated with carnelian. She wore an expensive-looking stola and much jewellery. Her face was covered with paint and rouge. Her hair and clothing reeked of incense. In one hand she held a fan and beat the air with it, as if she were trying to disperse her scent about the table.


Rufus was also redheaded, with brown eyes, flushed cheeks, and a freckled nose. He was as young as Cicero had indicated. Indeed, he could have been no more than sixteen, for he still wore the gown that all minors wear, whether male or female – white wool fitted with long sleeves to deflect the eyes of the lustful. In a few months he would put on the toga of manhood, but for now he was still a boy by law. It was obvious that he idolized Cicero, and equally obvious that Cicero enjoyed being idolized.


Neither of the nobles showed any discomfort in accepting me at their table. Of course, they were seeking my help in a problem with which neither of them had any experience. They showed me the same deference a senator may show to a bricklayer, if the senator happens to have an archway about to collapse in his bedroom. Tiro they ignored.


Cicero cleared his throat. ‘Caecilia, the day is very hot. If we have dwelt long enough on our unfortunate intrusion into your sanctuary, perhaps we can move on to more earthly matters.’


‘Of course, Cicero. You’ve come about poor young Sextus.’


‘Yes. Gordianus here may be of some help to us in unravelling the circumstances as I prepare his defence.’


‘The defence. Oh, yes. Oh, dear. I suppose they’re still out there, aren’t they, those awful guards. You must have noticed them.’


‘I’m afraid so.’


‘It’s such an embarrassment. The day they arrived I told them flatly I wouldn’t stand for it. Of course it didn’t do any good. Orders from the court, they said. If Sextus Roscius was to abide here, it would have to be under house arrest, with soldiers at every door, day and night. “Arrest?” I said. “As if he were in a prison, like a captured soldier or a runaway slave? I know the law very well, and there is no law that allows you to hold a Roman citizen in his own home, or the home of his patroness.” It’s always been that way; a citizen accused of a crime always has the option to make his escape if he doesn’t want to face trial and he’s willing to leave his property behind.


‘So they sent for a deputy from the court who explained it all very smoothly – it couldn’t have been smoother if it had come from your own lips, Cicero. “Right you are,” he says, “except in certain cases. Certain capital cases.” And what did he mean by that, I wanted to know. “Capital,” he said, “as in decapitation – cases involving the removal of the head, or other vital organs, resulting in death.” ’


Caecilia Metella sat back and fanned herself. Her eyes became narrow and misted. Rufus leaned forwards and tenderly laid his hand upon her elbow.


‘Only then did I realize how terrible it all was. Poor young Sextus, my dear friend’s only surviving son, having lost his father, might now have to lose his head as well. But even worse than that! This underling, this person, this deputy, went on to explain exactly what the word capital meant in a conviction for parricide. Oh! I would never have believed it if you hadn’t confirmed it yourself, Cicero, word for word. Too terrible, too terrible for words!’


Caecilia fanned herself furiously. Her eyelids, heavy with Egyptian kohl, flickered like moth’s wings. She seemed about to faint.


Rufus reached for a cup of water. She waved it away. ‘I don’t pretend to know the young man; it was his father whom I loved and cherished as a dear, dear friend. But he is the son of Sextus Roscius, and I have offered him sanctuary in my home. And surely, what that man, that deputy, that odious person described should never happen to any but the most wretched, the most foul and debased of murderers.’


She batted her eyes and reached out blindly. Rufus fumbled for a moment, then found the cup and put it in her hand. She took a sip and handed it back.


‘So I asked this creature, this deputy, very reasonably, I thought, if it would be too much trouble to have these soldiers at least stand somewhere away from the house instead of hovering right by the door. It’s humiliating! I have neighbours, and how they love to talk. I have dependents and clients arriving every morning looking for favours – the soldiers scare them off. I have nieces and nephews afraid to come to the house. Oh, those soldiers know how to hold their tongues, but you should see the looks they give a young girl! Can’t you do something about it, Rufus?’


‘Me?’


‘Of course, you. You must carry some weight with . . . with Sulla. It’s Sulla who set up the courts. And he is married to your sister Valeria.’


‘Yes, but that doesn’t mean . . .’ Rufus blushed a deep red.


‘Oh, come now.’ Caecilia’s voice became conspiratorial. ‘You’re a handsome enough young boy, as pretty as Valeria any day. And we all know that Sulla casts his net on both sides of the stream.’


‘Caecilia!’ Cicero’s eyes flashed, but he kept his voice steady.


‘I’m not suggesting anything improper. Charm, Cicero. A gesture, a look. Rufus needn’t actually do anything, of course. Why, Sulla’s old enough to be his grandfather. All the more reason he could condescend to do a small favour for a such a charming boy.’


‘Sulla doesn’t find me charming,’ said Rufus.


‘And why not? He married Valeria for her looks, didn’t he? And you look enough like her to be her brother.’


There was an odd sputtering noise. It was Tiro, standing behind his master’s chair, pressing his lips together to keep from laughing. Cicero covered the noise by loudly clearing his throat.


‘If we could go back to something that was mentioned a moment ago,’ I said. Three pairs of eyes converged on me. Cicero looked relieved, Tiro attentive, Caecilia confused. Rufus stared at the floor, still blushing.


‘You mentioned the penalty for the crime of parricide. I’m not familiar with it. Perhaps you could explain it for my benefit, Cicero.’


The mood was suddenly sombre, as if a cloud had passed over the sun. Caecilia turned aside and hid behind her fan. Rufus exchanged an uncomfortable glance with Tiro.


Cicero filled his cup and took a long draught of water. ‘It’s not surprising that you shouldn’t be familiar with the subject, Gordianus. Parricide is such a rare crime among the Romans. The last conviction, as well as I could ascertain, took place when my grandfather was a young man.


‘Traditionally, of course, the penalty of death is carried out by decapitation, or for a slave, crucifixion. In the case of parricide the penalty is very ancient and very severe, laid down long ago by priests, not lawmakers, to express the wrath of father Jupiter against any son who would dare to strike down the carrier of the seed that made him.’


‘Please, Cicero.’ Caecilia looked over her fan and batted her makeup-laden eyelashes. ‘To have heard it once is enough. It gives me nightmares.’


‘But Gordianus should know. To know that a man’s life is at stake is one thing; to know the way in which he might die is something more. This is what the law decrees: that the condemned parricide, immediately following his conviction, shall be taken outside the city walls to the Field of Mars, close by the Tiber. Horns shall be blown and cymbals sounded, calling the populace to witness.


‘When the people are assembled, the parricide shall be stripped naked, as on the day of his birth. Two pedestals, knee-high, shall be placed several feet apart. The parricide shall mount them, one foot on each pedestal, squatting down with his hands chained behind his back. In this fashion, every part of his naked body is made accessible to his tormentors, who are charged by the law to lash him with knotted whips until the blood pours like water from his flesh. If he falls from his perch, he is made to mount it again. The whips are to fall on every part of him, even to the bottoms of his feet and the nether regions between his legs. The blood that drips from his body is the same as the blood that ran through his father’s veins and gave him life. Watching it spill from his wounds, he may contemplate the waste.’


Cicero stared vaguely into the distance as he spoke. Caecilia stared at him, her eyes narrow and intense above her fan.


‘A sack shall be prepared, large enough to hold a man, made of hides so tightly sewn as to be sealed against water and air. When the whipmasters have completed their work – that is, when every part of the parricide is so covered with blood that one can no longer tell where the blood ends and raw flesh begins – the condemned man shall be made to crawl into the sack. The sack shall be placed some distance from the pedestals, so that the assembled people may watch his progress and be given the opportunity to pelt him with dung and offal and to publicly curse him.


‘When he reaches the sack, he shall be induced to crawl inside. If he resists, he shall be dragged back to the pedestals and the punishment begun again.


‘Within the sack, the parricide is returned to the womb, unborn, unbirthed. To be born, the philosophers tell us, is an agony. To be unborn is greater agony. Into the sack, crammed against the parricide’s torn, bleeding flesh, the tormentors shall push four living animals. First, a dog, the most slavish and contemptuous of beasts, and a rooster, with its beak and claws especially sharpened. These symbols are very ancient: the dog and the cock, the watcher and the waker, guardians of the hearth; having failed to protect father from son, they take their place with the murderer. Along with them goes a snake, the male principle which may kill even as it gives life; and a monkey, the gods’ cruellest parody of mankind.’


‘Imagine it!’ Caecilia gasped behind her fan. ‘Imagine the noise!’


‘All five shall be sewn up together in the sack and carried to the river’s edge. The sack must not be rolled or beaten with sticks – the animals must stay alive within the sack so that they may torment the parricide for as long as possible. While priests pronounce the final curses, the sack shall be thrown into the Tiber. Watchers shall be posted all the way to Ostia; if the sack runs aground it must be pushed back into the stream at once, until it reaches the sea and disappears from sight.


‘The parricide destroys the very source of his own life. He ends that life deprived of contact with the very elements which give life to the world – earth, air, water, even sunlight are denied him in the last hours or days of his agony, until at last the sack should rupture at the seams and be devoured by the sea, its spoils passed from Jupiter to Neptune, and thence to Pluto, beyond the caring or the memory or even the disgust of mankind.’


The room was silent. Cicero at last took a long, deep breath. There was a thin smile on his lips, and I thought he looked rather proud of himself, as actors and orators tend to look after a successful recitation.


Caecilia lowered her fan. She was absolutely white beneath her makeup. ‘You’ll understand now, Gordianus, when you meet him. Poor young Sextus, you’ll understand now why he’s so distraught. Like a rabbit, petrified with terror. Poor boy. They’ll do it to him, unless they’re stopped. You must help him, young man. You must help Rufus and Cicero stop them.’


‘Of course. I’ll do whatever I can. If the truth can save Sextus Roscius – I suppose he’s here, somewhere in the house?’


‘Oh, yes, he isn’t allowed to leave; you saw the guards. He would be here with us now, except . . .’


‘Yes?’


Rufus cleared his throat. ‘When you meet him, you’ll see.’


‘See what?’


‘The man is a wreck,’ said Cicero. ‘Panic-stricken, incoherent, completely distraught. Almost mad with terror.’


‘Is he so fearful of being convicted? The case against him must be very strong.’


‘Of course he’s frightened.’ Caecilia batted her fan at a fly perched on her sleeve. ‘Who wouldn’t be, with such a terror over his head? And just because he’s innocent, that hardly means . . . well, I mean to say, we all know of cases, especially since . . . that is, in the last year or so . . . to be innocent is hardly to be safe these days.’ She darted a quick glance at Rufus, who studiously ignored her.


‘The man is afraid of his shadow,’ Cicero said. ‘Afraid before he came here, but even more afraid now. Afraid of being convicted; afraid of acquittal. He says that whoever killed his father is determined to kill him as well; the trial itself is a plot to dispose of him. If the law fails them, they’ll murder him in the streets.’


‘He wakes me up in the middle of the night, screaming.’ Caecilia swatted at the fly. ‘I can hear him all the way from the western wing. Nightmares. I think the monkey is the worst part. Except for the snake . . .’


Rufus gave a shudder. ‘Caecilia says he was actually relieved when they posted the guard outside – as if they were here to protect him, rather than to keep him from escaping. Escape! He won’t even leave his rooms.’


‘True,’ Cicero said. ‘Otherwise you would have met him in my study, Gordianus, with no need to come here disturbing our hostess.’


‘That would have been a great loss and entirely to my detriment,’ I said, ‘never to have been welcomed into the home of Caecilia Metella.’


Caecilia smiled demurely to acknowledge the compliment. In the next instant her eyes darted to the table and her fan descended with a slap. That fly would never bother her again.


‘But at any rate, I should have had to meet with her sooner or later in the course of my investigation.’


‘But why?’ Cicero objected. ‘Caecilia knows nothing of the murder. She’s only a friend of the family, not a witness.’


‘Nevertheless, Caecilia Metella was one of the last to see the elder Roscius alive.’


‘Yes, that’s true.’ She nodded. ‘He ate his last meal here in this very room. Oh, how he loved this room. He once told me he had no use for the outdoors at all. Fields and meadows and country life in Ameria bored him without end. “This is all the garden I need,” he once told me.’ She gestured to the painted walls. ‘You see that peacock over there, on the southern wall, with its wings in full array? There, it’s lit up at this very moment by the skylight. How he loved that image, all the colours – I remember, he used to call it his Gaius, and wanted me to do the same. Gaius loved this room, too, you know.’


‘Gaius?’


‘Yes. His son.’


‘I thought the dead man had only one son.’


‘Oh, no. Well, yes, only one remaining son, after Gaius died.’


‘And when was that?’


‘Let me think. Three years ago? Yes, I remember, because it was the very night of Sulla’s triumph. There were parties all over the Palatine. People made the rounds from one gathering to another. Everyone feasted – the civil wars were over at last. I hosted a party myself, in this room, with the doors to the garden thrown open. Such a warm night – weather exactly like what we’re having now. Sulla himself was here for a while. I remember, he made a joke. “Tonight,” he said, “everyone who’s anyone in Rome is either partying – or packing.” Of course, there were some who parried who should have packed. Who could have imagined things would go so far?’ She raised her eyebrows and sighed.


‘Then it was here that Gaius Roscius died?’


‘Oh, no, that’s the point. That’s why I remember. Gaius and his father should have been here – oh, how that would have excited dear Sextus, to have rubbed elbows with Sulla in this very room, to have had the opportunity to introduce Gaius to him. And knowing the dictator’s tastes in that direction’ – she narrowed her eyes and looked askance at no one in particular – ‘they might have hit it off rather well.’


‘Sulla and the boy, you mean?’


‘Of course.’


‘Then Gaius was a comely youth?’


‘Oh, yes. Fair-haired and handsome, intelligent, well-mannered. Everything dear Sextus wanted in a son.’


‘How old was Gaius?’


‘Let me think, he had taken his manly toga some time before. Nineteen, I imagine, perhaps twenty.’


‘Considerably younger than his brother?’


‘Oh, yes, I imagined poor young Sextus is – what, forty at the least? He has two daughters, you know. The elder is almost sixteen.’


‘Were they close, the two brothers?’


‘Gaius and young Sextus? I don’t think so. I don’t see how they could have been – they almost never saw each other. Gaius spent all his time with his father in the city, while Sextus ran the farms in Ameria.’


‘I see. You were going to tell me how Gaius died.’


‘Really, I don’t see how any of this pertains to the case at hand.’ Cicero shifted uncomfortably in his chair. ‘It’s nothing more than gossip.’


I glanced at him, not without sympathy. Thus far Cicero had treated me with uncommon courtesy, partly because he was naive, partly because of his nature. But my talking so freely with a woman so far above me (a Metella!) irked even his liberal sensibility. He saw the dialogue for what it was, an interrogation, and he took offence.


‘No, no, Cicero, let him ask.’ Caecilia reproached him with her fan and indulged me with a smile. She was happy, even eager, to talk about her late friend. I had to wonder exactly what her own relationship had been once upon a time with party-going, fun-loving old Sextus Roscius.


‘No, Gaius Roscius did not die in Rome.’ Caecilia sighed. ‘They were to have come here that night, to pass the early evening at my party; then we would all walk to sands were invited. Sulla’s largesse was boundless. Sextus Roscius was quite anxious to make a good appearance; only a few days before, he had come by with young Gaius to ask my advice on his apparel. If things had gone as they should have, Gaius would never have died. . . .’ Her voice died away. She raised her eyes to the sunlit peacock.


‘The Fates intervened,’ I prompted.


‘As they have a nasty habit of doing. Two days before the triumph Sextus pater received a message from Sextus filius in Ameria, urging him to come home. Some emergency – a fire, a flood, I’m not sure. So urgent that Sextus rushed home to the family estate and took Gaius with him. He hoped to be back in time for the festivities. Instead he stayed in Ameria for the funeral.’


‘How did it happen?’


‘Food poisoning. A bad jar of pickled mushrooms – one of Gaius’s favourite delicacies. Sextus described the incident to me later in great detail, how his son collapsed on the floor and began vomiting clear bile. Sextus reached into his throat, thinking his son was choking. The boy’s throat was burning hot. When he pulled out his fingers they were covered with blood. Gaius coughed up more bile, this time thick and black. He was dead within minutes. Senseless, tragic. Dear Sextus was never the same afterwards.’


‘You say that Gaius was nineteen or twenty, yet I thought his father was a widower. When did the boy’s mother die?’


‘Oh – but of course, you wouldn’t know. She died giving birth to Gaius. I think that was one of the reasons Sextus loved the boy so much. He resembled his mother a great deal. Sextus thought of Gaius as her final gift to him.’


‘And the two sons – they must have been born almost twenty years apart. To the same mother?’


‘No. Didn’t I explain? Gaius and young Sextus were half brothers. The first wife died of some illness years ago.’ Caecilia shrugged. ‘Perhaps another reason the boys were never close.’


‘I see. And when Gaius died, did that bring Sextus Roscius and his elder son closer together?’


Caecilia glanced away sadly. ‘No. It was quite the opposite, I’m afraid. Sometimes tragedy has that effect on a family, to deepen old wounds. Sometimes a father loves one son more than the other – who can change such a fact? When Gaius died, Sextus blamed the boy’s brother. It was an accident, of course, but an old man in the throes of grief isn’t always strong enough to blame the gods. He came back to Rome and frittered away his time – and his fortune. He once told me, now that Gaius was dead, he had no one to whom he cared to leave a legacy, so he was determined to spend it all before he died. Cruel words, I know. While Sextus filius ran the estates, Sextus pater blindly spent everything he could. You can imagine the bitterness on both sides.’


‘Enough bitterness to lead to murder?’


Caecilia gave a weary shrug. Her vivaciousness had deserted her. The disguise of henna and makeup abruptly faded, revealing the wrinkled woman beneath. ‘I don’t know. It would be almost unbearable to think that Sextus Roscius was killed by his own son.’


‘That night last September – on the Ides, wasn’t it? – Sextus Roscius dined here . . . before his death?’


‘Yes.’


‘When did he leave your house?’


‘He left early, I remember. It was his habit to stay on until well into the night, but that evening he left before the final course. It was the first hour after nightfall.’


‘And do you know where he was headed?’


‘Home, I suppose . . .’ Her voice trailed off in an unnatural way. Caecilia Metella, having lived so many years alone, lacked at least one skill that all Roman wives possess. Caecilia Metella had no ability to lie.


I cleared my throat. ‘Perhaps Sextus Roscius wasn’t on his way home when he left you that night. Perhaps there was a reason he left early. An appointment? A message?’


‘Well, yes, actually.’ Caecilia furrowed her brow. ‘It seems to me there was a messenger who came. Yes, a very common sort of messenger, the kind that anyone might hire off the street. He came to the servants’ door. Ahausarus came looking for me, explaining there was a man outside the kitchens with a message for Sextus Roscius. I was hosting a small party that night; there were only six or eight of us in the room, not yet done with dinner. Sextus was relaxing, almost dozing. Ahausarus whispered in his ear. Sextus looked a bit startled, but he rose at once and left the room without even asking my leave.’


‘I don’t suppose, in some way or other, you happened to know what that message was?’


Cicero groaned, very faintly. Caecilia stiffened, and the natural colour rose in her cheeks. ‘Young man, Sextus Roscius and I were very old, very dear friends.’


‘I understand, Caecilia Metella.’


‘Do you? An old man needs someone to look after his interests, and to show some curiosity when strange messengers arrive to disturb him in the night. Of course, I followed. And I listened.’


‘Ah. Then could you tell me from whom this messenger came?’


‘These were his exact words: “Elena asks that you come to the House of Swans at once. It’s very important.” And then he showed Sextus a token.’


‘What sort of token?’


‘A ring.’


‘A ring?’


‘A woman’s ring – small, silver, very plain. The sort of ring a poor man might give to his lover, or the sort of petty token that a rich man might give to a . . .’


‘I see.’


‘Do you? After Gaius died, Sextus began spending a great deal of time and money in those sorts of places. I’m talking about brothels, of course. Do you think it pathetic, a man of his age? But don’t you see, it was because of Gaius. As if there were a sudden, overwhelming desire in him to create another son. Absurd, of course, but sometimes a man must bow to nature. Healing takes place in mysterious ways.’


We sat in silence for a moment. ‘I think you are a wise woman, Caecilia Metella. Do you know anything else about this Elena?’


‘No.’


‘Or the House of Swans?’


‘Nothing, except that it’s somewhere in the vicinity of the Baths of Pallacina, not very far from Sextus’s house by the Circus Flaminius. Well, you don’t think he would have patronized some tawdry establishment in the Subura, do you?’


Cicero cleared his throat. ‘I think it may be time for Gordianus to meet young Sextus Roscius.’


‘Only a few more questions,’ I said. ‘Sextus Roscius left the dinner party immediately?’


‘Yes.’


‘But not alone.’


‘No, he left with the two slaves who had accompanied him. His favourites. Sextus always brought them.’


‘You wouldn’t happen to remember their names?’


‘Of course I do, they were in and out of my house for years. Chrestus and Felix. Very loyal. Sextus trusted them completely.’


‘Suitable slaves for a bodyguard?’


‘I suppose they may have carried knives of some sort. But they weren’t built like gladiators, if that’s what you mean. No, they were there mainly to hold the lamps and to see their master to his bed. Against a gang of armed thugs I don’t imagine they would have been much use.’


‘And did their master need seeing to bed, or help walking through the streets?’


‘You mean was he that drunk?’ Caecilia smiled fondly. ‘Sextus was not a man to stint himself of pleasure.’


‘I suppose he was wearing a fine toga.’


‘His finest.’


‘And did he wear jewellery?’


‘Sextus was not modest in appearance. I imagine there was gold showing on his person.’


I shook my head at the audacity of it: an old man walking virtually unguarded through the streets of Rome after dark, drunk on wine and showing off his wealth, answering a mysterious summons from a whore. His luck had finally abandoned Sextus Roscius on the Ides of September, but who had been the instrument of Fate, and for what purpose?






VII


[image: Image]


 


 


Sextus Roscius and his family had been installed in a distant wing of the great house. The eunuch Ahausarus led us there through a network of increasingly narrow and less resplendent hallways. At last we entered a region where the paintings on the walls badly needed restoration, then vanished altogether to be replaced by ordinary plaster, much of it decayed and crumbling. The tile beneath our feet became uneven and cracked, with holes the size of a man’s fist. We were far from the formal gardens and the intimate dining room where Caecilia had received us, far beyond the kitchens and even the servants’ quarters. The odours here were less delectable than those of roast duck and boiling fish. We were somewhere near the indoor privies.


Like a true Roman patroness of the ancient mould, Caecilia seemed willing to undergo embarrassment and even scandal to protect a family client, but it was clear that she had no desire to have young Sextus Roscius anywhere near her within the house, or to spoil him with luxury. I began to wonder if Caecilia was herself convinced of the man’s innocence, to have given him such begrudging shelter.


‘How long has Roscius been living under Metella’s roof?’ I asked Cicero.


‘I’m not sure. Rufus?’


‘Not long. Twenty days, perhaps; he wasn’t here any earlier than the Nones of April, I’m sure. I visit her often, but I didn’t even know he was here until the guards were posted and Caecilia felt she had to explain. Before that she made no effort to introduce him. I don’t think she cares for him very much, and of course his wife is so very common.’


‘And what was he doing here in the city if he loves the countryside so much?’


Rufus shrugged. ‘I’m not sure about that either, and I don’t think Caecilia knows for certain. He and his family simply showed up on her doorstep one afternoon, pleading for admittance. I doubt she had ever met him before, but of course when she realized he was Sextus’s son she opened her house immediately. It seems this trouble over the old man’s death has been brewing for some time, beginning back in Ameria. I think they may have run him out of the village; he showed up in Rome with practically nothing, not even a household slave. Ask him who’s caring for his farms back in Ameria and he’ll tell you that most of them were sold, and some cousins are running the rest. Ask him to be specific and he throws one of his fits. Personally I think Hortensius dropped the case out of sheer frustration.’


Ahausarus made a show of admitting us with a flourish through a final curtain. ‘Sextus Roscius, the son of Sextus Roscius,’ he said, bowing his head towards the figure who sat in the centre of the room, ‘a much-esteemed client of my mistress. I bring visitors,’ he said, making a vaguely dismissive gesture in our direction. ‘The young Messalla, and Cicero, the advocate, whom you have met before. And another, called Gordianus.’ Tiro he ignored, of course, as he also ignored the woman who sat sewing cross-legged on the floor in one corner, and the two girls who knelt beneath the skylight playing some sort of game.


Ahausarus withdrew. Rufus stepped forward. ‘You look better today, Sextus Roscius.’


The man gave a faint nod.


‘Perhaps you’ll have more to say this afternoon. Cicero needs to begin preparing his defence – your trial is only eight days away. That’s why Gordianus has come with us. They call him the Finder. He is skilled at finding the truth.’


‘A magician?’ Two baleful eyes glared up at me.


‘No,’ said Rufus. ‘An investigator. My brother Hortensius often makes use of his services.’


The baleful eyes turned on Rufus. ‘Hortensius – the coward who turned tail and ran? What good can any friends of Hortensius do me?’


Rufus’s pale, freckled face turned the colour of cherries. He opened his mouth, but I raised my hand to silence him. ‘Tell me something,’ I said in a loud voice. Cicero wrinkled his brow and shook his head, but I waved him back. ‘Tell me now, before we go any further. Sextus Roscius of Ameria: did you murder or did you in any way cause the murder of your father?’


I stood over him, daring him by my very posture to look up at me, which he did. What I saw was a simple face, such as Roman politicians delight in extolling, a face darkened by sun, chapped by wind, weathered by time. Roscius might be a rich farmer, but he was a farmer nonetheless. No man can rule over peasants without acquiring the look of a peasant; no man can raise crops out of the earth, even if he uses slaves to do it, without acquiring a layer of dirt beneath his fingernails. There was an uncouthness about Sextus Roscius, a rough-hewn, unpolished state, a quality of inertness as blank and immovable as granite. This was the son left behind in the countryside, to whip the backs of stubborn slaves and see the oxen pulled from ditches, while pretty young Gaius grew up a pampered city boy with city ways in the house of their pleasure-loving father.


I searched his eyes for resentment, bitterness, jealousy, avarice. I saw none of these. Instead I saw the eyes of an animal with one foot caught in a trap who hears the noise of hunters approaching.


Roscius finally answered me in a low, hoarse whisper: ‘No.’ He looked into my eyes without blinking. Fear was all I could see, and though fear will make a man lie more quickly than anything else, I believed he was telling me the truth. Cicero must have seen the same thing; it was Cicero who had told me that Roscius was innocent, and that I would only have to meet him to know it for myself.


Sextus Roscius was of middle age. Given that he was a hardworking man of considerable wealth, I had to assume that his appearance on this day was not typical. The terrible burden of his uncertain future – or else the terrible guilt of his crime – lay heavy upon him. His hair and beard were longer than even country fashion might dictate, knotted and unkempt and streaked with grey. His body, slumped in the chair, looked stooped and frail, though a glance at Cicero or Rufus revealed that in comparison he was a much larger man with a fair amount of muscle. There were dark circles beneath his eyes. His skin was sallow. His lips were dry and cracked.


Caecilia Metella claimed he woke up screaming at night. No doubt she had taken one look at him and decided that his mind was unhinged. But Caecilia had never walked the endless, teeming streets of the poor in Rome or Alexandria. Desperation may verge into madness, but to the eye that has seen too much of both there is a clear difference. Sextus Roscius was not a madman. He was desperate.


I looked around for a place to sit. Roscius snapped his fingers at the woman. She was middle-aged, stout, and plain. From the way she dared to scowl back at him, she had to be his wife. The woman stood up and snapped her fingers in turn at the two girls, who scurried up off the floor. Roscia Majora and Roscia Minora, I assumed, given the unimaginative way that Romans ration the father’s surname to all the daughters in a family, distinguishing them only by appending their rank.


Roscia the elder was perhaps Rufus’s age or a bit younger, a child on the cusp of womanhood. Like Rufus she wore a plain white gown that kept her limbs concealed. Great masses of chestnut hair were braided into a knot at the base of her neck and cascaded to her waist; in country fashion, her hair had never been cut. Her face was strikingly pretty, but about her eyes I saw the same haunted look that marked her father.


The younger girl was only a child, a replica of her sister in miniature, with the same gown and the same long, braided hair. She followed the other women across the room but was too small to help them carry the chairs. Instead she grinned and pointed at Cicero.


‘Funny-face,’ she shouted, then clapped her hands to her mouth, laughing. Her mother scowled and chased her from the room. I glanced at Cicero, who bore the indignity with stoic grace. Rufus, who looked as handsome as Apollo next to Cicero, blushed and looked at the ceiling.


The older girl retreated after her mother, but before slipping through the curtain she turned and glanced back. Cicero and Rufus were taking their seats; they seemed not to notice her. I was struck again by her face – her wide mouth and smooth forehead, her deep brown eyes tinged with sadness. She must have seen me staring; she stared back with a frankness not often found in girls of her age and class. Her lips drew back, her eyes narrowed, and the look on her face suddenly became an invitation – sensual, calculated, provocative. She smiled. She nodded. Her lips moved, mouthing words I couldn’t make out.


Cicero and Rufus were across the room, their heads together, exchanging a hurried whisper. I glanced over my shoulder and saw only Tiro nervously shifting from foot to foot. She could only have been looking at me, I thought.


When I looked back, young Roscia Majora was gone, with only the swaying curtain and a faint scent of jasmine to mark her passing. The intimacy of her parting glance left me startled and confused. It was such a look as lovers exchange, yet I had never seen her before.


I stepped to the chair that had been set out for me. Tiro followed behind and slid it beneath me. I shook my head to clear it. Another look at the girl’s father sobered me instantly.


‘Where are your slaves, Sextus Roscius? Surely in your own home you would never think of asking your wife and daughters to fetch chairs for company.’


The baleful eyes glittered. ‘Why not? Do you think they’re too good for it? It does a woman good to be reminded every so often of her place. Especially women like mine, with a husband and father rich enough to let them sit about and do as they please all day long.’


‘Pardon, Sextus Roscius. I meant no offence. You speak wisely. Perhaps next time we should ask Caecilia Metella to fetch the chairs.’


Rufus suppressed a laugh. Cicero winced at my impertinence.


‘You’re a real wise-mouth, aren’t you?’ snapped Sextus Roscius. ‘A clever city man like these others. What is it you want?’


‘Only the truth, Sextus Roscius. Because finding it is my job, and because the truth is the one thing that can save an innocent man – a man like you.’


Roscius sank lower in his seat. In a test of brawn he would have been a match for any two of us, even in his weakened state, but he was an easy man to beat down with words.


‘What is it you want to know?’


‘Where are your slaves?’


He shrugged. ‘Back in Ameria, of course. On the estates.’


‘All of them? You brought no servants with you, to clean and cook, to take care of your daughters? I don’t understand.’


Tiro bent close to Cicero and whispered something in his ear. Cicero nodded and waved his hand. Tiro left the room.


‘What a well-mannered little slave you’ve got.’ Roscius curled his lip. ‘Asking his master’s permission to take a piss. Have you seen the plumbing here? Like nowhere else I’ve ever seen. Running water right in the house. My father used to talk about it – you know how an old man hates having to step outside to pass water in the night. Not here! Too good a place for slaves to take a shit if you ask me. Usually doesn’t smell this bad, except it’s so damned hot.’


‘We were talking about your slaves, Sextus Roscius. There are two in particular to whom I wish to speak. Your father’s favourites, the ones who were with him the night he died. Felix and Chrestus. Are they in Ameria, too?’


‘How would I know?’ he snapped. ‘Probably run off by now. Or had their throats slit.’


‘And who would do that?’


‘Slit their throats? The same men who murdered my father, of course.’


‘And why?’


‘Because the slaves saw it happen, you fool.’


‘And how do you know that?’


‘Because they told me.’


‘Was that how you first learned of your father’s death – from the slaves who were with him?’


Roscius paused. ‘Yes. They sent a messenger from Rome.’


‘You were in Ameria the night he was killed?’


‘Of course. Twenty people could tell you that.’


‘And when did you learn he had been killed?’


Roscius paused again. ‘The messenger arrived two mornings after.’


‘And what did you do then?’


‘I came into the city that day. A hard ride. You can make it in eight hours if you have a good horse. Started at dawn, arrived at sundown – days are short in the autumn. The slaves showed me his body. The wounds . . .’ His voice became a whisper.


‘And did they show you the street where he was killed?’


Sextus Roscius stared at the floor. ‘Yes.’


‘The very spot?’


He shuddered. ‘Yes.’


‘I shall need to go there and see it for myself.’


He shook his head. ‘I won’t go there again.’


‘I understand. The two slaves can take me there, Felix and Chrestus.’ I watched his face. A light glimmered in his eyes, and I was suddenly suspicious, though of what I couldn’t say. ‘Ah,’ I said, ‘but the slaves are in Ameria, aren’t they?’


‘I already told you that.’ Roscius seemed to shiver, despite the heat.


‘But I need to visit the scene of the crime as soon as possible. I can’t wait for these slaves to be brought to Rome. I understand your father was on his way to an establishment called the House of Swans. Perhaps the crime occurred nearby.’


‘Never heard of the place.’ Was he lying or not? I studied his face, but my instincts failed me.


‘Even so, perhaps you could tell me how to find the spot?’


He could, and did. I was a bit surprised at this, given his ignorance of the city. There are a thousand streets in Rome; only a handful have names. But between Cicero and myself, and the landmarks Roscius could remember, I was able to piece together the route. It was complicated enough to need writing down. Cicero looked over his shoulder, muttering about Tiro’s absence; fortunately Tiro had left his wax tablet and stylus on the floor behind Cicero’s chair. Rufus volunteered to write out the notations.


‘Now tell me, Sextus Roscius: do you know who murdered your father?’


He lowered his eyes and paused a very long time. Perhaps it was only the heat, making him groggy. ‘No.’


‘Yet you told Cicero that you fear the same fate – that the same men are determined to kill you as well. That this prosecution is itself an attempt on your life.’


Roscius shook his head and drew his arms around himself. The baleful light was extinguished. His eyes grew dark. ‘No, no,’ he muttered. ‘I never said such a thing.’ Cicero shot me a puzzled glance. Roscius’s mutterings grew louder. ‘Give it up, all of you! Give it up! I’m a doomed man. They’ll throw me in the Tiber, sewn up in a sack, and for what? For nothing! What’s to become of my little daughters, my pretty little daughters, my beautiful girls?’ He began to weep.


Rufus stepped to his side and placed a hand on the man’s shoulder. Roscius violently shook it off.


I rose and made a formal bow. ‘Come, gentlemen, I believe we are finished here for the day.’


Cicero reluctantly stood. ‘But surely you’ve only begun. Ask him—’


I placed a finger to my lips. I turned towards the doorway, calling after Rufus, for I saw that he was still trying to comfort Sextus Roscius. I held back the curtain and allowed Cicero and Rufus to pass through. I looked back at Roscius, who was biting his knuckles and shivering.


‘There is some terrible shadow on you, Sextus Roscius of Ameria. Whether it’s guilt or shame or dread, I can’t make out. You obviously have no intention of explaining. But let this comfort you, or torment you, as the case may be: I promise you this, that I shall do everything I can to uncover your father’s murderer, whoever he may be; and I shall succeed.’


Roscius slammed his fists against the arms of his chair. His eyes glistened, but he no longer wept. The fire returned. ‘Do what you want!’ he snapped. ‘Another city-born fool. I never asked for your help. As if the truth by itself mattered, or meant anything at all. Go on, go gawk at his bloodstains in the street! Go see where the old man died on his way to visit his whore! What difference will it make? What difference? Even here I’m not safe!’


There was more. I did not hear it. I dropped my arm and let the heavy curtains absorb his abuse.


‘It seems to me he must know much more than he’s telling,’ Rufus said as we walked through the corridors towards Caecilia’s wing.


‘Of course he does. But what?’ Cicero made a face. ‘I begin to see why Hortensius dropped the case.’


‘Do you?’ I asked.


‘The man is impossible. How am I to defend him? You see why Caecilia has him stuck away in this smelly corner. I’m embarrassed to have wasted your time. I’ve half a mind to drop the case myself.’


‘I would advise against that.’


‘Why?’


‘Because my investigation has only started, and we’ve already made a promising beginning.’


‘But how can you say that? We’ve learned nothing, either from Caecilia or from Roscius himself: Caecilia knows nothing, and she’s only involved because of her sentimental attachment to the dead man. Roscius knows something, but he won’t tell. What could frighten him so badly that he won’t help his own defenders? We don’t even know enough to know what he’s lying about.’ Cicero grimaced. ‘Even so, by Hercules, I still believe he’s innocent. Don’t you feel it?’


‘Yes, perhaps. But you’re mistaken if you believe we’ve discovered nothing of value. I stopped asking him questions only because I already have enough threads to unravel. I’ve learned enough this afternoon to keep me busy for at least the next two days.’


‘Two days?’ Cicero tripped over a loose tile. ‘But the trial begins in eight days, and I still have no argument to build on.’


‘I promise you, Marcus Tullius Cicero, in eight days we shall know not only where Sextus Roscius was killed – which is no small detail – but also why and by whom and for what reason. However, at this moment it would make me very happy to solve a far simpler but no less pressing mystery.’


‘And what is that?’


‘Where can I find these much-celebrated indoor privies?’


Rufus laughed. ‘We’ve passed them already. You’ll have to turn back. The second door on your left will lead you to it. You’ll know it by the blue tile and a little relief of Triton above the door.’


Cicero wrinkled his nose. ‘I suspect you’ll know it from the smell. And while you’re at it,’ he called after me, ‘see if you can find where Tiro has got to. The same thing happened the last time we came – claimed he got lost among the hallways. If he’s still in the privy, I suppose he must be in some distress. Tell him it’s what he deserves for refusing to follow my example of fasting at midday. So much food, it’s an unnatural shock to the system, especially in this heat. . . .’


A turn to the left and a short walk down a narrow hallway brought me to the blue-tiled door. Small niches in the doorway contained tiny conical heaps of ash, the remnants of incense and sweet-burning woods to cover the fetid odours from within. On a day as stifling as this, the incense needed constant replenishing, but Caecilia’s servants had been lax in their duties, or else all the incense had been claimed for the mistress’s sanctum. I stepped through the heavy blue curtain.


There are no people on earth more adept at managing water and waste than the Romans. ‘We are ruled,’ as one Athenian wag once told me, ‘by a nation of plumbers.’ Yet here in one of the finest houses in the heart of the city something was badly amiss. The blue tiles needed scrubbing. The stone trough was clogged, and when I pressed the valve only a trickle of water emerged. A buzzing noise drew my eyes upward. Across the ventilating skylight stretched an immense spider’s web, filled with flies.


I did what I had come for and hurried from the room, sucking in a deep breath as I stepped through the blue curtain. The breath caught in my throat and I held it, listening to the sound of muffled voices from a doorway across the hall. One of the voices was Tiro’s.


I crossed the hall and inclined my head towards the thin yellow curtain. The other voice was that of a young woman, a countrified voice but of some refinement. She spoke a few muffled words, then let out a gasp and a moan.


I understood at once.


I might have withdrawn. Instead I stepped closer to the curtain and pressed my face against the thin yellow cloth. I had thought it was to me that she had given that baffling, seductive glance, for my sake that she had lingered in the room. I had thought her silent message had been for me to decipher. But she had been looking through me all the while, as if I were transparent. It was Tiro, standing behind me, to whom she had given the look, the message, the invitation.


Their voices were low and hushed, no more than ten feet away. I could barely make out the words.


‘I don’t like it here,’ she was saying. ‘It smells.’


‘But it’s the only room close to the privy – it’s the only excuse I could make – if my master comes looking for me I have to be close by . . .’


‘All right, all right.’ She let out a gasp. I heard them grappling. I pushed back the edge of the curtain and peered into the room.


It was a small storage room lit by a single window near the ceiling. A white light eddied into the room but seemed incapable of filling it. Motes of dust spiralled through the dense, heavy air. Amid the stacks of boxes, crates, and sacks, I caught a glimpse of naked flesh: Tiro’s thighs and buttocks. His thin cotton tunic was lifted up and pressed against his back by the girl’s clutching fingers. His groin pressed into hers, retreated and bolted convulsively forwards in the ancient, unmistakable rhythm.


Their faces were joined together, concealed by a block of deep shadow. The girl was naked. The sexless gown, lying shapeless and abandoned on the floor, had given no hint of the voluptuous lines of her figure or the breathtaking purity of her white flesh, gleaming and hard like alabaster, moist with sweat in the hot airless room so that she shone as if she had been rubbed with oil. Her body responded to his, pressing against him, wriggling upright against the wall with a strange convulsive motion, like a snake writhing on a hot pavement.


‘Soon,’ Tiro whispered, in a husky, breathless voice I would never have recognized – a voice neither slave nor free, the voice of the animal, the beast, the body.


The girl wrapped her hands around his buttocks, holding him tight. Her head was thrown back, her breasts lifted high. ‘A little longer,’ she whispered.


‘No, soon, they’ll be waiting for me. . . .’


‘Then remember, you promised, like last time – not inside me – my father would . . .’


‘Now!’ Tiro gave a long groan.


‘Not inside me!’ the girl hissed. Her fingers clawed into the tender flesh of his hips, pushing him away. Tiro staggered back, then forwards again, collapsing against her. He pressed his face to her cheek, then to her neck, then to her breasts as he slid downwards. He kissed her navel. He touched his tongue to the glistening strands of seed that clung to the smooth flesh of her belly. He embraced her hips and pressed his face between her legs.


I saw her naked, revealed in the soft, hazy light. Only her face was hidden in shadow. Her body was perfect, sleek and graceful, as pale and unblemished as heavy cream; neither a girl’s body nor a woman’s but the body of a girl awakening into womanhood, freed from innocence but unspoiled by time.


Without Tiro between us, I felt as naked as the girl. I drew back. The thin yellow curtain fell shut without a sound, gently rippling as if a stray breeze had wandered down the hallway.
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‘So they did it right there, in the rich woman’s house, right under his master’s nose. Good for them!’


‘No, Bethesda. Right under my nose.’ I pushed the bowl away and looked up at the sky. The glow of the city obscured the minor stars, but the greater constellations shone bright and glittering in the warm evening air. Far away to the west a band of thunderclouds loomed like the dusty wake of a mounted army. I lay back on the couch, closed my eyes, and listened to the stillness of the garden and all the little sounds inside it: the quiet sputtering of the torch, the chirr of a cricket beside the pond, the loud purring of Bast rubbing herself against the table leg. I heard the gentle clatter of dishes and Bethesda’s light footfall as she retreated into the house. The cat followed after her; the purring grew louder for an instant and then diminished into silence.


Bethesda returned. I heard the rustle of her gown, then felt her presence as she joined me on the couch. My head dipped from her weight, then soft hands lifted me and cradled my face on her lap. Another weight dropped onto the foot of the couch. Warm fur stroked against my bare feet, and I felt the vibration as much as heard it – the loud contented purr of a cat grown fat on delicacies from its master’s plate.


‘Did the meal displease you, Master? You ate almost nothing.’ Bethesda gently stroked my temple.


‘The meal was delicious,’ I lied. ‘It was the heat that killed my appetite. And all the walking I did today.’


‘You should not have walked so much in this heat. You should have made the rich woman hire you a litter.’


I shrugged. Bethesda stroked my neck and throat. I grasped her hand and ran her fingers against my lips. ‘So soft and smooth. You work so hard, Bethesda – I tease you for being lazy, but I know better – yet you keep your hands as soft as a vestal’s.’


‘Something my mother taught me. Even the poorest girl in Egypt knows how to care for her body and to keep herself beautiful. Not like these Roman women.’ Even with my eyes shut I could see the face she made, disdainful and haughty. ‘Putting creams and makeup on their faces as if they were laying mortar for bricks.’


‘The Romans have no style,’ I agreed. ‘No grace. Especially the women. The Romans became much too rich, much too quickly. They are a crude and vulgar people, and they own the world. Once upon a time they had manners, at least. A few of them still do, I suppose.’


‘Like you?’


I laughed. ‘Not me. I have no manners, and no money, either. All I own are a woman and a cat and a house I can’t afford to keep up. I was thinking of Cicero.’


‘From the way you describe him, he is a very homely man.’


‘Yes, Bethesda, Cicero has nothing that would interest you.’


‘But the boy . . .’


‘No, Bethesda, Rufus Messalla is too young even for your tastes, and far too rich.’


‘I meant the slave boy. The one who fetched you for his master. The one you saw with the girl. How did he look with his clothes off?’


I shrugged. ‘I hardly saw him. Or at least not the parts of him that would interest you.’


‘Perhaps you don’t know the parts that would interest me.’


‘Perhaps not.’ With my eyes shut I saw them again, crushed against the wall, moving furiously together, shuddering to a rhythm from which all the rest of the world was excluded. Bethesda slid her hand inside my tunic and softly stroked my chest.


‘What happened afterwards? Don’t tell me they were caught, or I shall be very sad.’


‘No, they weren’t caught.’


‘Did you let the boy know you had seen him?’


‘No. I made my way down the corridor until I found Cicero and Rufus in the garden, sitting with Caecilia Metella, all three of them looking very grim. We spoke for a few moments. Tiro walked in a bit later, looking appropriately embarrassed. Cicero made no comment. No one suspected a thing.’


‘Of course not. They think they know so much and he must know so little, being only a slave. You’d be surprised at the things a slave can do without getting caught.’


A tress of her hair fell against my cheek. I rubbed my face against it, breathing in the scents of henna and herbs. ‘Would I be surprised, Bethesda?’


‘No. Not you. Nothing surprises you.’


‘Because I have a suspicious nature. Thank the gods for that.’ Bast purred loudly against my feet. I settled my shoulders against Bethesda’s thigh.


‘So tired,’ she said softly. ‘Do you want me to sing?’


‘Yes, Bethesda, sing something quiet and soothing. Sing something in a language I don’t understand.’


Her voice was like still water, pure and deep. I had never heard the song before, and though I couldn’t understand a word of it, I knew it must have been a lullaby. Perhaps it was a song her mother had sung. I lay half-dreaming in her lap, while images of the most horrendous violence passed harmlessly before my eyes. The images were unnaturally vivid, yet somehow remote, as if I watched them through a thick pane of coloured glass. I saw the drunken gladiators and the embalmers and the stabbing in the street that morning and Tiro’s face flushed with excitement. I saw an old man set upon by thugs in an alley somewhere, stabbed over and over. I saw a naked man bound and whipped, pelted with excrement, sewn up in a bag with animals and cast alive into the Tiber.


At some point the lullaby ceased and changed into another song, a song I had often heard before, though I had never understood the words. It was one of the songs Bethesda sang to excite me, and while she sang it I sensed the movements of her body as she pulled off her robe, and I smelled the strong musk of her naked flesh. She rose up and over and beside me, until we lay close together upon the couch. She pulled my tunic above my hips, just as the daughter of Sextus Roscius had done for Tiro. I never opened my eyes, even as she bent down and swallowed me, even as I pulled her up and rolled atop her and pushed myself inside her. It was Bethesda’s body I embraced, but it was the girl I saw behind my closed eyes, standing naked and defiled with the seed of a slave glistening on her flesh.


We lay together for a long time, unmoving, our bodies joined by heat and sweat, as if flesh could melt and fuse. Bast, who at some point had fled, returned and lay purring amid the tangle of our legs. I heard a peal of thunder and thought I only dreamed it, until a scattering of warm raindrops fell against my flesh, blown in from the garden. The torch sputtered and failed. More thunder, and Bethesda huddled against me, murmuring in her secret language. The rain fell thick and straight, hissing on the roof tiles and paving stones, a long, steady rain, powerful enough to wash the foulest sewers and streets of Rome, the cleansing rain that poets and priests tell us comes from the gods to purify the sins of fathers and sons alike.
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The next morning I rose early and washed myself from the fountain in the garden. The parched earth had grown plump and moist from the night-long rain. The vegetation dripped with heavy dew. The sky above was milky pearl touched with coral, as opalescent as the inner surface of a shell. As I watched, the glaze of colour evaporated into mist; by imperceptible degrees the sky became a proper blue, suffused with light, cloudless, harbinger of the heat to come. I dressed in my lightest tunic and cleanest toga and ate a mouthful of bread. I left Bethesda sleeping on the couch. She lay clutching her robe as a coverlet against the still-cool morning, with Bast curled against her neck like a collar of black fur.


I made my way at a quick stride to Cicero’s house. We had parted the day before with the understanding that I would pass by on my way to inspect the site of Sextus Roscius’s murder. But when I arrived Cicero sent word by Tiro that he would not rise until noon. He suffered from a chronic malady of the bowels, and blamed the present relapse on having broken his regimen to eat a prune at Caecilia Metella’s. He kindly offered the use of Tiro for the day.


The streets still gleamed with rain and the air had a clean, scrubbed smell when we set out. By the time we reached the foot of the Capitoline, passed through the Fontinal Gate, and entered the neighbourhood of the Circus Flaminius, the heat of the day had already begun to reassert its power over the city. The paving stones began to steam. Brick walls began to ooze and sweat. The freshness of morning turned humid and stifling.


I mopped my forehead with the edge of my toga and silently cursed the heat. I glanced at Tiro and saw that he was smiling, staring straight ahead with a stupid look in his eyes. I could imagine the reason for his high spirits, but I said nothing.


All about the Circus Flaminius is a network of mazelike streets. Those nearest the Circus, especially those that face the long structure itself and are thus most able to exploit the heavy traffic that surrounds it, are thick with shops, taverns, brothels, and inns. The outlying web of streets is crammed with tenements three and four storeys tall, many of which overhang the street and thus block out the sunlight. One street looks very much like another, and all are a hodgepodge of every age and quality of architecture. Given the frequency of fires and earthquakes, Rome is constantly being rebuilt; as the population has grown and vast tracts of property have been amassed under the control of great landlords, the newer buildings tend to be of the poorest imaginable design and construction. Surrounding a venerable brick-and-mortar apartment building that has somehow withstood a century of catastrophes, one may see ramshackle tenements without the slightest ornament, looking to be made of nothing more than mud and sticks. Under Sulla, of course, these problems have only become worse.


We followed the route that Sextus Roscius had described, as copied down the day before by the young Messalla. Rufus’s script was atrocious, almost unreadable. I remarked to Tiro that it was a pity he had been busy elsewhere and unable to take down the notes in his own firm, clean hand. ‘Being a noble, Rufus has never bothered to learn how to make his letters, at least not so well that anyone else could read it. But you seem to have considerable skill in wielding your stylus.’ I made the comment as offhandedly as I could, and smiled to see his ears turn red.


I had no doubt that the route was correct; it followed a natural path from the house of Caecilia Metella into the heart of the Circus district, taking the broadest streets, avoiding the more narrow and most dangerous shortcuts. We passed by several taverns, but old Sextus would not have stopped there, at least not on that night, not if he was so eager to reach the sender of the cryptic message.


We came into a broad sunlit square. Shops faced inward towards the central cistern where the locals came to draw their daily water. A tall, broad-shouldered woman in dingy robes seemed to be the self-appointed mistress of the cistern, regulating the small line of slaves and housewives who stood about gossiping while they waited their turn. One of the slaves threw half a bucket of water on a group of ragged urchins loitering nearby. The children screamed with pleasure and shook themselves like dogs.


‘Through there,’ Tiro said. He studied the directions and bunched his eyebrows. ‘At least I think so.’


‘Yes, I remember from yesterday: a narrow passage between a wine shop and a tall red-stained tenement.’ I looked about the irregular square, at the six streets that radiated outward. Of them all, the street that old Sextus had taken that night was the narrowest, and because it took a sharp turn early on, it afforded the least visibility. Perhaps it was the shortest way to the woman called Elena. Perhaps it was the only way.


I looked about and spotted a man crossing the square. I took him to be a minor merchant or a shopkeeper, a man of some means but not rich, to judge from his worn but well-made shoes. From the easy way he comported himself, looking idly about the square without seeming to notice a thing, I assumed he was a local who had crossed it many times, perhaps every day. He paused beside the public sundial mounted on a low pedestal, furrowing his brow and wrinkling his nose at it. I stepped up to him.


‘ “May the gods confound him,” ’ I quoted, ‘ “who first invented the hours, and who placed the first sundial in Rome!” ’


‘Ah!’ He looked up, smiling broadly, and instantly picked up the refrain: ‘ “Pity me, pity me! They have segmented my day like the teeth of a comb!” ’


‘Ah, you know the play,’ I began, but he was not to be interrupted.


‘ “When I was a boy my stomach was my clock, and it never steered me wrong; now even if the table overflows there’s no eating till shadows are long. Rome is ruled by the sundial; Romans starve and thirst all the while!” ’


We shared a quiet laugh. ‘Citizen,’ I said, ‘do you know this neighbourhood?’


‘Of course. I’ve lived here for years.’


‘Then I’m sure you can help me. Starving and thirsty I’m not, but there is another craving I long to satisfy. I’m a lover of birds.’


‘Birds? None around here but the pigeons. Too stringy for my taste.’ He smiled, showing a wide gap between his teeth.


‘I was thinking of a more elegant fowl. At home in water, on the earth, or heaven-bound. A friend of a friend told me there were swans hereabout.’


He understood at once. ‘The House of Swans, you mean.’


I nodded.


‘Right down that street.’ He pointed to the space between the wine shop and the red tenement.


‘Might one of these other streets take me there as easily?’


‘Not unless you want to walk twice as far as you need to. No, this street is the only practical way. It’s a single long block with only a few dead-end streets branching off. And the walk will be worth your while,’ he added with a wink.


‘I certainly hope so. Come, Tiro.’ We turned and walked towards the narrow street. I could see only a little way down its length. The buildings on either side were high. Even in the bright morning light its walls seemed to close around us, dank and musty, a dim crevice of mortar and brick.


The buildings along its length were mostly long tenements, many with only a single door and no windows at street level, so that we walked for long stretches with blank walls on either side. Upper storeys overhung the lower; they would provide shelter when it rained, but they would also create deep pockets of shadow at night. All along the way, every fifty paces or so, brackets were mounted in the walls, filled with the still-smouldering stumps of last night’s torches. Under each torch a small stone was set into the wall; each stone was engraved with the profile of a swan, the crude sort of work done by cheap artisans. The tiles were advertisements. The torches were there to guide the night-time clientele to the House of Swans.


‘It should be soon,’ Tiro said, looking up from the tablet.


‘We’ve passed a side street to our left already, and now another to our right. According to Rufus’s directions, Sextus Roscius found a large bloodstain in the middle of the street. But you don’t think it could still be there, after all this time—’


Tiro’s words never quite became a question. Instead his voice dropped on the final word as he looked down between his feet and came to a sudden stop. ‘Here,’ he whispered, and swallowed loudly.


Consider that a man’s body contains a great deal of blood. Consider also the porous nature of paving stones, and the barely adequate drainage of many Roman streets, particularly those at the lower elevations. Consider that we had received a very light rainfall that winter. Even so, old Sextus Roscius must have lain for a very long time in the centre of the street, bleeding and bleeding, to have left such a large, indelible stain.


The stain was almost perfectly round and as far across as a tall man’s arm. Towards the edges it became blurred and faded, blending imperceptibly with the general grime. But nearer the centre it was still quite concentrated, a very dark, blackened red. The day-to-day stamp of passing feet had worn the surface of the stones to their normal, oily smoothness, but when I knelt down to look more closely I could still detect tiny, desiccated crusts of red in the deeper fissures.


I looked up. Even from the centre of the street it was impossible to see into any of the second-storey windows except at a severely oblique angle. To see from the windows onto the street one would have to lean far over the sill.


The nearest door was several feet farther up the street; this was the entrance to the long tenement on our left. The wall on our right was equally featureless, except for a food shop a little way behind us, at the corner where the street intersected with a narrow cul-de-sac. The shop was not yet open. A single square door, very tall and broad, covered the entire front. It was a wooden door, coloured with a pale yellow wash and marked along the top with various glyphs for grains, vegetables, and spices. Much lower down, in one corner, there was another marking on the door that made me suck in my breath when I saw it.


‘Tiro! Here, come see this.’ I hurried back and squatted down beside the door. From the level of a man’s waist and below, the wood was covered with a film of soot and dust that thickened into a grimy band as it neared the street. Even so, at knee level, the handprint beneath the dirt was still quite clear to see. I placed my hand atop it and felt a strange shudder, knowing without a doubt that I was touching a bloody handprint left months before by Sextus Roscius.


Tiro looked at the handprint and back to the stain in the street. ‘They’re so far apart,’ he whispered.


‘Yes. But the handprint must have been made first.’ I stood and walked past the door to the corner. The narrow little branch street was not a street at all, or if it ever had been, was now bricked in at the end with a solid two-storey wall. The space itself was perhaps twenty feet deep, and no more than five feet wide. At the far end someone had been burning refuse; bits of rubbish and bone peeked out of a waist-high pile of grey and white ash. No windows overlooked the space, either from the surrounding walls or from the tenement across the street. The nearest torches were mounted at least forty steps away. At night the little cul-de-sac would be utterly dark and unseen until one passed directly before it – the perfect place to lie in ambush.


‘This was where they waited, Tiro, on this very spot, hidden in this recess, knowing he would come this way to answer the note from the woman Elena. They must have known what he looked like, well enough to recognize him from the light of the torches carried by his slaves, because they did not hesitate at all to spring out and begin stabbing him, here at the corner.’


I walked slowly towards the handprint. ‘The first wound must have been somewhere in his chest or belly – I suppose they must have looked him in the face to be sure – because he had no trouble touching the wound, clutching it, smearing his whole hand with blood. Somehow he broke away. Perhaps he thought he could push this door open, but he must have fallen to his knees – you see how low the handprint is.’ I glanced up the street. ‘But the real slaughter took place there, in the middle of the street. Somehow he managed to scramble back to his feet and stagger that far before they overcame him.’


‘Perhaps the slaves were trying to fight off the assassins,’ Tiro said.


‘Perhaps.’ I nodded, though I could more easily imagine them bolting in a blind panic at the first glint of steel.


I bent down to examine the handprint again. The high, broad door gave a shudder and sprang outward, hitting me square in the nose.


‘Here, what’s that?’ came a voice from inside. ‘Another vagrant, sleeping in front of my shop? I’ll have you beaten. Get on, let me open the door!’


The door shuddered again. I blocked it with my foot until I could stand and step safely aside.


A gnarled face peered from behind the door. ‘I said, get on!’ the man growled. The door swung outward in a wide arc, vibrating on its hinges, until it slammed against the wall beyond the cul-de-sac, completely covering over the narrow walkway where the assassins had hidden.


‘Oh, not a vagrant,’ the old man muttered, looking me up and down. I was still rubbing my nose. ‘My apologies.’ His voice carried not the least hint of friendliness or regret.


‘This is your shop, sir?’


‘Of course it’s my shop. And has been since my father died, which was probably before you were born. His father’s before that.’ He squinted up at the sunlight, shook his head as if the brightness disgusted him, and shuffled back into the shop.


‘You’re only now opening the store?’ I said, following him. ‘It seems rather late.’


‘It’s my shop. I open when I’m ready.’


‘When he’s ready!’ A voice shrieked from somewhere beyond the counter at the back of the shop. The long room was steeped in shadow. After the burning light of the street I stared into the gloom like a blind man. ‘When he’s ready, he says! When I’m finally able to get him out of bed and dressed is when he’s ready. When I’m ready, he could say. One of these days I won’t bother to get out of bed, I’ll just lie about like he does, and then where will we be?’


‘Old woman, shut up!’ The man tripped against a low table. A basket tipped over, and dried olives were scattered across the floor. Tiro stepped from behind me and began gathering them up.


‘Who’s this?’ said the old man, stooping over and squinting. ‘Your slave?’


‘No.’


‘Well, he acts like a slave. You wouldn’t want to sell him?’


‘I told you, he’s not my slave.’


The old man shrugged. ‘We used to have a slave. Until my stupid son freed the lazy bastard. That’s who used to open the shop every morning. What’s wrong if an old man likes to sleep late, if he’s got a slave to open the shop for him? He didn’t steal much, either, even if he was a lazy bastard. He should still be here, slave or not. A freedman has certain obligations to those who freed him, everybody knows that, legal obligations, slave or not, and right now is when we need him. But he’s off in Apulia somewhere, got himself a wife. Give them their freedom and the first thing they want to do is go off and breed like decent folk. He used to open the shop. Didn’t steal much, either.’


While he rambled on, my eyes grew accustomed to the gloom. The shop was in a dilapidated state, dusty and unswept. Half the shelves and counters were empty. The wrinkled black olives Tiro had scrambled to retrieve were covered with dust. I lifted the lid of a clay urn and pulled out a dried fig. The flesh was spotted with grey mould. The whole room was permeated with the musty odour of a house long unused, pierced by the sweet, sour stench of rotted fruit.


‘How would you know?’ piped a shrill voice from the back of the shop. I could see the woman more clearly now. She wore a dark shawl and seemed to be chopping something with a knife, punctuating each phrase with a sharp blow against the counter. ‘You don’t know anything, old man, or else you can’t remember. Your head’s like a sieve. That good-for-nothing Gallius stole from us all the time. I’d have had his hands cut off for stealing, only then what use would he have been to anyone? You can’t sell a slave if he hasn’t got hands, and nobody’ll buy a known thief except the mines and the galleys, and there’s no money in dead flesh, as the saying goes. He was no good. We’re better off without his kind.’


The man turned towards me and made a face behind the woman’s back. ‘Well, then, are you here to buy something or to listen to the old woman talk nonsense?’


I glanced about, searching for something that looked reasonably edible. ‘Actually, it was the signs on the door outside that drew my attention. The little symbols for fruits, grains . . .’


‘Ah, Gallius did those, too. Just before my son freed him. He was a talented slave, even if he was lazy. He hardly ever stole from us.’


‘There was one sign in particular I noticed. Unlike the others. Near the bottom of the door – the handprint.’


His face hardened. ‘Gallius didn’t paint that.’


‘I didn’t think so. It looks almost like blood.’


‘It is.’


‘Old man, you talk too much.’ The woman scowled and banged her knife against the counter. ‘Some things are to be seen but not spoken of.’


‘Shut up, old woman! If it were up to me, I’d have washed it off a long time ago, but you wanted it left there, and as long as it’s there you can’t be surprised if people notice it.’


‘How long has it been there?’


‘Oh, months and months. Since last September, I suppose.’


I nodded. ‘And how—’


‘There was a man killed in the middle of the street, a rich man, from what I heard. Imagine, stabbed to death right in front of my shop.’


‘After dark?’


‘Of course – otherwise the door would have been open, wouldn’t it? By Hercules – imagine if he’d come stumbling in here when the shop was open! There would never have been an end to the talk and the trouble.’


‘Old man, you don’t know anything about it, so why don’t you just shut up? Ask the good man again if he came to buy something.’ The woman kept her head bowed, like a bull’s, staring at me from beneath her thick eyebrows.


‘I know a man was killed, if you don’t mind,’ barked the old man.


‘We saw nothing, heard nothing. Only the gossip the next morning.’


‘Gossip?’ I said. ‘Then there was talk in the neighbourhood. Was he a local man?’


‘Not that I knew of,’ said the man. ‘Only they say some of the regulars from the Swans were in the street when they turned him over next morning and recognized his face.’


‘The Swans?’


‘A house of entertainments, for men. I wouldn’t know anything about it myself.’ He rolled his eyes back in his head, indicating his wife, and lowered his voice. ‘Though my boy used to tell some pretty wild stories about the place.’


The knife banged against the counter with a special ferocity.


‘At any rate, it happened some time after we closed up the shop and went upstairs for the night.’


‘Then you heard nothing? I’d think there might have been screams, some other noises.’


The man started to answer, but the woman interrupted.


‘Our rooms are at the back of the building. We don’t have a window on the street at the front. What’s your interest in the matter, anyway?’


I shrugged. ‘I only happened to be walking past and noticed the handprint. It seemed strange that no one should have covered it over.’


‘My wife,’ the old man said, with a pained expression. ‘Superstitious, like most women.’


The knife came down. ‘It stayed there for a very good reason. Have we had any thefts since it happened? Have we?’


The old man wrinkled his lips. ‘She imagines that it keeps out thieves at night. I told her it was more likely to keep out customers.’


‘But when the door’s open, nobody can see it, it’s hidden on the other side. It’s only when the door’s shut that you see it from the street, only when we’re closed, and that’s when we need the protection. You call me superstitious? A common criminal will think twice about robbing a shop after he’s seen a bloody handprint on the entrance. They chop off a thief’s hands, you know. It carries a power, I tell you. If we had contrived it ourselves, if it were anything less than blood, it would mean nothing, protect nothing. But the mark of a dying man, made with his own blood by his own hand, it carries a power. Ask the stranger here. He could feel it. Couldn’t you?’


‘I felt it!’ It was Tiro, standing behind me. Three pairs of eyes turned to watch him blush apple-red.


‘You’re sure you won’t sell him?’ asked the old man, who suddenly started to wheeze.


‘I told you already—’


‘A power in it!’ shrieked the old woman.


‘Tell me: who saw the murder? There must have been gossip. People are in and out of your shop all day. If someone actually witnessed it, you would know.’


The old man abruptly stopped wheezing. He stared at me for a long moment, then looked at his wife. As far as I could see she only scowled back, but it may be that she made some sign imperceptible to my eyes, for when he turned back it seemed he had been given grudging permission to speak.


‘There was one person. . . a woman. She lives in the tenement across the way. Her name is Polia. A young woman, a widow. Lives with her son, the little mute boy. It seems I recall another customer saying that Polia was talking to everyone about the murder right after it happened, how she had seen it with her own eyes, looking out of her window. Naturally, the next time they came into the shop I asked her about it. And do you know what? She wouldn’t speak a word about it, turned as mute as the boy, except to say that I should never ask her again, and not to tell anyone anything that might . . .’ He abruptly clamped his jaw shut with a guilty twitch.


‘Tell me,’ I said, picking through the dried figs to find a few worth eating, ‘does the little mute boy like figs? Tiro, give the man a coin from my purse.’


Tiro, who had been carrying my bag across his shoulder, reached into it and pulled out a copper as. ‘Oh, no, more than an as, Tiro. Give the man a sesterce, and let him keep the change. After all, I have an account for such expenses from your master.’


The old man accepted the coin and looked at it suspiciously. Beyond him I could see his wife, chopping away with an expression of grudging satisfaction.


‘Such a quiet slave, and such fine manners. You’re sure you wouldn’t like to sell him?’


I only smiled and motioned to Tiro to follow. Before I stepped into the sunlight I turned back. ‘If your son insisted on selling the only slave you had, why isn’t he here to help you himself?’


As soon as the words were spoken, I knew the answer. I bit my lip, wishing that words once said could be unspoken.


The woman abruptly hurled the knife across the room, plunging it into the wall with a shudder. She threw her arms heavenward and flung herself face down across the counter. The old man bowed his head and wrung his hands. In the gloom of the dilapidated shop they seemed posed in an eerie tableau, frozen in a sudden eruption of grief that was almost terrifying, almost comic.


‘The wars,’ the old man muttered. ‘Lost in the wars . . .’


I turned and put my arm around Tiro, who stood dumb-founded. Together we stole into the sunshine of the street.
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The tenement house across the way was of fairly recent construction. The windowless walls facing the street had as yet been defaced with only a modest amount of electioneering slogans (elections having continued, though without much enthusiasm, under Sulla’s dictatorship). More common were some choice selections of ribald graffiti, probably left, to judge from the content, by satisfied customers on their way home from the House of Swans. I saw Tiro twisting his head to catch one of the more obscene phrases, and clicked my tongue like a disapproving schoolmaster. But with one eye I scanned the litanies myself, curious to see if a certain name appeared; but Elena – she who had summoned Sextus Roscius – and whatever specific talents Elena might possess were not mentioned.


A brief flight of steps led up to the tenement door, which stood propped open in the morning heat. From a small, bare anteroom, two passageways led off to the left. One was a long, enclosed stairway up to the second floor. The other was a dark hallway that ran the length of the building, flanked by numerous cubicles covered over with ragged, unmatched draperies.


From the end of the hallway a tall, gaunt man sprang up from where he had been sitting on the floor and loped towards us, turning his head sidelong and rubbing his chin. He was the watchman. Every tenement has at least one, and sometimes in larger buildings one for every floor – an otherwise unemployed resident who collects a small fee from the others, or else from the landlord, to watch their belongings while they’re out during the day, and to keep an eye on strangers and visitors. Sometimes a slave may be used for the duty, but this tenement hardly looked like the dwelling of slaveowners; besides, I saw at a glance that he wore the iron ring of a free Roman.


‘Citizen,’ he said, coming to an abrupt halt before us. He was very tall and gaunt, with a grizzled beard and a slightly wild look in his eyes.


‘Citizen,’ I said, ‘I’m looking for a woman.’


He smiled stupidly. ‘Who isn’t?’


‘A woman named Polia.’


‘Polia?’


‘Yes. Upstairs, I think.’


‘Polia?’ he said again, rubbing his chin.


‘A widow, with a young son. The boy is mute.’


The man shrugged, exaggerating the gesture. At the same time he slowly turned his right hand palm-up.


‘Tiro,’ I began, but Tiro was already ahead of me, reaching into the leather bag across his shoulder. He drew out a couple of copper asses and showed them to me. I nodded, but made a gesture that he should wait. Meanwhile the gaunt giant loomed over us, staring at Tiro’s closed fist with unabashed greed.


‘There is a woman named Polia who still lives here?’ I said.


The man pursed his lips, then nodded. I inclined my head to Tiro, who handed him a single as.


‘And is she in her room now?’


‘Can’t say for certain. She’s upper-storey. Has a room with a door and everything.’


‘A door that locks?’


‘Not well enough to bother with.’


‘Then I suppose I’ll have to deal with another watchman at the head of the stairs, won’t I? Perhaps I should save the rest of my coins for him.’ I turned towards the stairway.


The giant restrained me with a surprisingly gentle hand on my shoulder. ‘Citizen, wait. You’d only be wasting your coins on him. He’s good for nothing, starts drinking wine from the moment he wakes up. Probably asleep right now, in this heat. You’d only have to wake him up to ask him where Polia’s room is. Here, I can show you myself, only walk quietly up the stairs.’


The giant led the way, easily taking two steps at a time, walking on exaggerated tiptoes; he seemed about to lose his balance with each step. As he had predicted, the upstairs watchman was fast asleep at the head of the stairs. The round little man sat against the wall with his pudgy legs spread out before him, a wineskin draped over one knee and a clay bottle propped lewdly between his thighs. The giant gingerly stepped over him, turning up his nose.


The narrow hallway was dimly lit by small windows at either end. The ceiling was so low that our guide had to stoop to avoid the lower beams. We followed him to a door midway down the hall, and waited while he quietly knocked. With each tap of his knuckles against the wood, he glanced nervously back at the sleeping watchman at the landing, and once when Tiro made the floorboards creak he pleaded for silence with both hands. I could only assume that the little drunkard had powers of retribution invisible to a stranger.


After a moment the thin, narrow door opened a finger’s width. ‘Oh, you,’ said a woman’s voice. ‘I’ve told you a thousand times already, no. Why won’t you just leave me alone? There must be fifty other women in this building.’


The giant glanced at me and actually blushed. ‘I’m not alone. You have visitors,’ he hissed.


‘Visitors? Not – my mother?’


‘No. A man. And his slave.’


She sucked in her breath. ‘Not the ones who came before.’


‘Of course not. They’re standing here beside me.’


The door opened farther, just enough to reveal the widow’s face from cheek to cheek. There was not much to see in the dimness except two frightened eyes. ‘Who are you?’


At the end of the hall the drunken watchman turned uneasily, upsetting the bottle between his legs. It spun about and rolled towards the steps.


‘By Hercules!’ The giant gasped and leaped on tiptoes towards the landing. Just as he arrived the bottle rolled over the edge and began descending the stairway, striking each step with a loud bang.


The little watchman was instantly awake. ‘What’s that? You!’ He rolled forwards and staggered to his feet. The giant was already descending the stairs, hands over his head, but the little man was too quick for him. In an instant he had taken up a long wooden slat and was batting it about the giant’s head and shoulders, screeching at him in a loud voice. ‘Bringing strangers onto my floor again! Stealing my tips! Didn’t think I’d catch you! Worthless pile of dung! Go on, go on, or do I beat you like a dog?’


The sight was absurd, pathetic, embarrassing. Tiro and I simultaneously laughed, and simultaneously ceased as we turned back to look at the young widow’s ashen face.


‘Who are you? What did you come here for?’


‘Gordianus is my name. Employed by the most esteemed advocate, Marcus Tullius Cicero. This is his secretary, Tiro. I only want to ask a few questions, about certain events of last September.’


Her face grew even paler. ‘I knew it. Don’t ask me how, but I knew. I dreamed about it again last night. . . But you’ll have to go away. I can’t talk to anyone right now.’


Her face withdrew. She pushed at the door. I blocked it with my foot. The wooden panel was so thin and shoddy that it cracked from the pressure.


‘Come now, won’t you let me in? That’s quite a watchdog you have at the head of the stairs, I hear him coming back now. I’m sure you’ll be quite safe – you need only cry out if I should do something improper.’


The door abruptly swung open, but it was not the widow who stood before us. It was her son, and though he must have been no more than eight years old, he did not look particularly small, especially clutching an upright dagger in his right fist.


‘No, Eco, no!’ The woman grabbed the boy’s arm and pulled him back. His eyes stayed fixed on mine, unblinking. Up and down the hall, doors rattled open. The little watchman, returning up the stairs, called out in a drunken voice, ‘What’s going on there?’


‘Oh, for Cybele’s sake, come in.’ The woman succeeded in pulling the knife from her son’s grasp and quickly latched the door behind us.


The boy kept his eyes on me, staring sullenly. ‘Carve these instead,’ I said, pulling out the figs and tossing them. He caught the lot with one hand.


The room was small and cramped, like most such apartments in most such buildings, but it had a window with shutters and space for two to sleep on the floor without even touching.


‘You live here alone?’ I asked. ‘Just the two of you?’ I glanced about at the few personal items that littered the room: a change of clothing, a small basket of cosmetics, a few wooden toys. Her things, his things.


‘What business is that of yours?’ She stood in the corner of the room near the window, with the boy in front of her. She kept one arm around him, hugging and restraining him at the same time.


‘None at all,’ I said. ‘Do you mind if I take a look from your window? You don’t know how lucky you are, or I suppose you do, having a view onto the street.’ The boy flinched as I stepped closer, but the woman held him tight. ‘Of course it’s not much of a view,’ I said, ‘but I imagine this street is quiet at night, and fresh air is a blessing.’


The sill came up to my thighs. The window was recessed a foot or more into the wall, forming a sort of seat; the woman had thrown a thin pillow over it. I had to lean far over to see out. Because we overhung the ground-floor apartments, I could see nothing of the outer wall below, but across the way and a bit to the right I could look down onto the entrance of the little food shop; the old woman was busy sweeping the street in front, attacking the job with the same aggressiveness she had shown on the chopping block. Directly below, standing out vividly at this distance against the surrounding paving stones, was the large stain left by the blood of Sextus Roscius.


I patted the cushion. ‘It makes a nice seat, especially on a hot day like this, I imagine. It must be pleasant in the autumn as well, to sit here if the evening is warm enough. To watch the passersby. If you look up, you must be able to see the stars on a cloudless night.’


‘I keep the shutters closed after dark,’ she said, ‘no matter what the weather’s like. And I don’t pay attention to people in the street. I mind my own business.’


‘Your name is Polia, isn’t it?’


She shrank against the wall, tightening her grip on the boy and clumsily fondling his hair. He made a face and reached up, pushing at her arms in agitation. ‘I don’t know you. How do you know my name?’


‘Tell me, Polia, this wise policy of minding your own business – how far back does it go? Have you always followed it, or is it a recent resolution? Perhaps something you took up since, say, last September?’


‘I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about.’


‘When the watchman brought us up, you thought we might be someone else.’


‘I only asked if it was my mother. She keeps coming to me for money, and I don’t have any more to give her.’


‘No, I heard the exchange quite distinctly. He told you it was a citizen and a slave, and you said, “Not the ones who came before.” You sounded quite upset at the prospect of seeing them again.’


The boy’s fidgeting escalated into an outright struggle. She clutched him hard and slapped the top of his head. ‘Why don’t you just go away? Why don’t you leave us alone?’


‘Because a man has been murdered, and another man stands to die for it.’


‘What do I care?’ she snapped. Bitterness spoiled what was left of her beauty. ‘What crime had my husband committed when he died of the fever? What had he done to deserve death? Even the gods can’t answer that. The gods don’t care. Men die every day.’


‘This dead man was stabbed directly below your window last September. I think you saw it happen.’


‘No. How would I remember such a thing, anyway?’ The woman and her child seemed to be performing a strange, wriggling dance, struggling together in the corner. Polia was beginning to breathe harder. The boy never took his eyes off me.


‘It’s not something I’d think you would forget. Here, you can see the bloodstain if you glance out of the window. But I don’t need to tell you that, do I?’


Suddenly the boy broke free. I jerked back. Tiro moved to shield me, but there was no need. The boy burst into tears and ran headlong from the room.


‘There, you see what you’ve done? You made me mention his father. Just because Eco can’t speak, people forget he can hear as well as anyone. There was a time when he could speak, as well. But not since his father died. Not a word since then. The fever struck them both. . . . Now get out. I don’t have anything to say to you. Get out!’


She fumbled with the knife while she spoke, then suddenly seemed to notice what she held. She pointed it towards us, clutching it clumsily, her hand shaking, looking more likely to cut herself than to stab with it.


‘Come, Tiro,’ I said. ‘There’s nothing more for us here.’


The little watchman had refilled his wineskin and sat at the head of the stairs, squirting the juice between his red-stained lips. He mumbled something and held out his hand as we walked past. I ignored him. The ground-floor watchman was where we had first seen him, huddled at the far end of the hallway. He ignored us.


The street was inhumanly hot.


Tiro hung back, walking slowly down the steps and looking perplexed.


‘What’s wrong?’ I asked.


‘Why didn’t you offer her money? We know she saw the killing, the old man said so. Surely she could use the silver.’


‘There’s not enough money in my purse to make her talk. Couldn’t you see that? She’s a very frightened woman. I don’t think she would have taken the money anyway. She’s not accustomed to being poor, or at least poor enough to beg. Not yet, anyway. Who knows what her story is?’ I tried to harden my voice. ‘Who cares? Whatever it is, there are a thousand more widows in this city with the same stories, each one more pathetic than the last. All that matters to us is that someone silenced her long before we came. She’s of no use to us now.’


I almost expected Tiro to take me to task, but of course that would never happen. He was a slave, and very young, and could not see how badly I had mishandled the woman. I had treated her as crudely as I had the shopkeeper and the watchmen. She might have spoken if I had touched in her some key other than fear. I walked quickly, oblivious of the bloodstain as it passed under my feet, too angry to notice where I was headed. The noonday sun beat down like a fist on my neck. I ran headlong into the boy.


We both started back, breathless from the collision. I cursed. Eco made a harsh, stifled noise in his throat.


I had enough wits to cast a wary glance at his hands. They were empty. I looked in his eyes for an instant, then stepped aside to walk on. He grabbed the sleeve of my tunic. He shook his head and pointed to the window.


‘What do you want? We’ve left your mother in peace. You should go to her now.’


Eco shook his head and stamped his foot. He pointed again to the window. He gestured that we should wait, and ran inside.


‘What do you think he wants?’ said Tiro.


‘I’m not sure,’ I said, but even as I spoke I sensed the truth, and felt a prickling of dread.


A moment later the boy reappeared, carrying a black cloak over one arm and concealing something in the folds of his tunic. He pulled out his hand, and the long blade glinted in the sunlight. Tiro gasped and grabbed my arm. I held him gently back, knowing the knife was not for us.


The boy walked slowly towards me. There was no one else in the street; the hour was too hot.


‘I think the boy wants to tell us something,’ I said.


Eco nodded.


‘About that night in September.’


He nodded again and pointed with his blade at the bloodstain.


‘About the death of the old man in the street. The murder happened an hour or two after darkness fell. Am I right?’


He nodded.


‘Then how could anyone have seen anything more than shadows?’


He pointed to the torch brackets fitted up and down the street, and then upward. His hands defined a sphere.


‘Ah, yes, it was the Ides – the moon was high that night, and full,’ I said. He nodded.


‘The killers, where did they come from?’


Eco pointed to the recessed space now covered by the door to the food shop.


‘Exactly as I thought. And how many of them were there?’


He held up three fingers.


‘Only three? You’re certain?’


He nodded vigorously. Then the pantomime began.


He ran a short way up the street, then turned around, prancing towards us with drooping eyes and a pompous stare. He gestured to either side with a flourish.


‘Old Sextus Roscius,’ I said. ‘And he comes attended by his two slaves, one on either side.’


The boy clapped his hands and nodded. He ran to the shop door, wedged his shoulder behind it and swung it shut. Through the wood, from her counter at the back, I heard the old woman curse. The boy swung the dark cloak over his shoulders and crouched against the wall in the little cul-de-sac clutching the long knife. I followed him.


‘Three assassins, you said. And who are you now, the leader?’


He nodded, then motioned that I should take the place of old Sextus, strolling down the moonlit street.


‘Come, Tiro,’ I said, ‘You’ll be Felix, or Chrestus, or whichever slave stood on his master’s right hand, closest to the ambush.’


‘Do you think this is wise, sir?’


‘Be quiet, Tiro, and play along.’


We walked side by side down the street. Seeing it from the victim’s angle, the narrow dead-end passage loomed up without warning; at night, even beneath a full moon, it must have been an invisible hole of darkness. Looking straight ahead as we passed by, I saw nothing but the slightest flicker of movement from the corner of my eye, and by that time it was too late. The mute boy was behind us without warning, seizing Tiro by the shoulder and shoving him aside. He did it twice, once to the left, once to the right: two assassins pushing aside two slaves. The second time, Tiro shoved him back.


I began to turn, but Eco pushed at my shoulders, telling me to stay as I was. From behind he threaded his arms through mine as if to hold me immobile. With a pat on my arm he slipped away, into another role, and circled in front of me, pulling the cowl over his face, clutching the knife, walking with a limp. He reached up to seize my jaw with one hand and looked me square in the face. He raised the dagger and brought it down, slicing through empty air.


‘Where?’ I said. ‘Where was the first wound?’


He tapped a spot between my collarbone and nipple, just above the heart. I reached up and touched it without thinking. Eco nodded, his face invisible beneath the shadow of the cowl. He pointed to the handprint on the shop door.


‘Then Sextus must have struggled free—’


He shook his head and made a flinging motion.


‘He was thrown to the ground?’ A nod. ‘And somehow had the strength to crawl to the door—’


Eco shook his head again and pointed to where the old man had struck the ground. He walked up to the imaginary body and began kicking at it viciously, making weird noises from the back of his throat. Sneering, barking, and – I suddenly realized with a feeling of sickness – mimicking a laugh.


‘He was here then,’ I said, taking my place at the boy’s feet. ‘Shocked, bewildered, bleeding. They drove him forwards, kicking at him, cursing and ridiculing him, laughing. He reached up and touched the door. . . .’


For the second time that morning I was struck square in the nose as the door swung outward with a creak and a shudder.


‘What do you think you’re doing?’ It was the woman. ‘You have no right—’


Eco saw her and froze. ‘Go on,’ I said, ‘never mind her. Go on. Sextus Roscius had fallen, he leaned against the door. What then?’


The boy came towards me, limping again, and made a motion of seizing my toga with both hands and literally tossing me into the middle of the street. He limped quickly to the prostrate phantom and resumed kicking at it, moving forwards a little with each step until he stood directly over the massive bloodstain. He indicated his phantom companions at either side.


‘Three,’ I said, ‘all three of the assassins surrounded him. But where were the two slaves, then? Dead?’ No. ‘Wounded?’ No. The boy made an obscene gesture of disgust and dismissal. The slaves had run. I glanced at Tiro, who looked profoundly disappointed.


Eco squatted over the bloodstain, took out his knife and raised it high over his head, then brought it down within a finger’s breadth of the street, over and over. He began to shake. He dropped forwards on his knees. He made a sound like a donkey quietly braying. He was weeping.


I knelt beside him and put my hand on his shoulder. ‘It’s all right,’ I said. ‘It’s all right. I only want you to remember a little more.’ He drew away from me and wiped his face, angry at himself for crying. ‘Only a little more. Was there anyone else who saw? Someone else in the tenement, or across the street?’


He glared at the shopkeeper’s wife, who stood staring at us from the entrance to her store. He raised his hand and pointed.


‘Ha!’ The woman crossed her arms and lowered her head, bull-like. ‘The boy’s a liar. Either that, or he’s blind as well as dumb.’


The boy pointed again, as if by hurling his finger at her he could make her confess. Then he pointed at a little window above the shop, where the old man’s face peered out at us for an instant before abruptly disappearing behind a pair of shutters closed from within.


‘A liar,’ the woman growled. ‘He should be beaten.’


‘You told me you lived at the back of the building, with no windows overlooking the street,’ I said.


‘Did I? Then it’s only the truth.’ She had no way of knowing I had seen her husband only an instant before, looming directly above her like the disembodied face of a deus ex machina in a play.


I turned back to Eco. ‘Three of them, you said. Was there anything to distinguish them besides their cloaks? Tall, short, anything unusual? One of them limped, you say, the leader. Which was his crippled leg, the left or the right?’


The boy thought for a moment, then poked at his left leg. He scrambled up and limped about me in a circle.


‘The left. You’re certain?’


‘Ridiculous!’ the old woman screamed. ‘The stupid boy knows nothing! It was his right leg that was bad, his right!’ The words were out before she could stop them. She slapped a hand over her mouth. A smile of triumph crept over my face, then withered as she gave me a look such as Medusa might have given Perseus. For a moment she stood confused, then she took decisive action. She stormed into the street and seized the handle of the wide door, then stamped back into the shop, pulling it closed behind her in a great arc while Tiro scurried out of her way. ‘We will reopen,’ she shouted to no one in particular, ‘when this rabble has cleared the streets!’ The door closed behind her not with a great boom, but with an equivocal rattle and a thud.


‘His left,’ I said, turning back to the boy. He nodded. A tear ran down his cheek; he dabbed at it angrily with his sleeve. ‘And his hand – which did he use for stabbing? Think!’


Eco seemed to stare into some great depth that loomed beneath the bloodstain at our feet. Slowly, trancelike, he transferred the blade from his right hand to his left. He narrowed his eyes. His left hand gave a jerk, making miniature stabbing motions in the air. He blinked and looked up at me, nodding.


‘Left-handed! Good, left-handed with a game left leg – that should make him easy enough to spot. And his face – did you have a look at his face?’


He shuddered and seemed to be holding back tears. He nodded slowly, gravely, not quite looking me in the eye.


‘A good look? Good enough so that you would recognize him if you were to see him again?’


He gave me a look of pure panic and began scrambling to his feet. I grabbed his arm and pulled him back, close to the bloodstain. ‘But how could you have seen him so closely? Where were you, in the window of your room?’


He nodded. I glanced up.


‘Too far to get a really good look at a man’s face in the street even in broad daylight. And yet it was dark that night, even if there was a full moon.’


‘Fool! Don’t you understand?’ The voice came from above me, from the window over the shop. The old man had pulled back the shutters and was peering down at us again, talking in a hoarse whisper. ‘It wasn’t that night that he got a good look at the man’s face. They came back again, only a few days later.’


‘And how do you know that?’ I asked, craning my neck.


‘They . . . they came into my shop.’


‘And how did you recognize them? Did you see the crime?’


‘Not me. Oh, no, not me.’ The old man looked warily over his shoulder. ‘But there’s nothing that happens in this street day or night that my wife doesn’t see. She saw them that night, standing where I am at this very window. And she knew them when they came back a few days later in broad daylight, the same three – she knew their leader by his limp, and one of the others by the size of him – a big blond giant with a red face. The third had a beard, I think, but I can’t say more than that. The leader was asking questions around the neighbourhood, same as you. Only we didn’t tell them a thing, not a thing, not one word about Polia claiming to have seen the stabbing herself from start to finish, I swear it. Didn’t like the look of them. At least I didn’t tell them anything; only it seems, now that I recall, I had to leave the shop, just for a moment, while the old woman got rid of them – you don’t suppose she went off with her big mouth . . .’


Behind me I heard a strange animal cry. I turned, then ducked as Eco’s knife went flying over my head. The old man’s reflexes were amazingly quick. The knife went whistling towards the open window and struck against slammed shutters instead. The blade landed squarely in the wood, stuck for a long moment, then slipped free and fell to the street with a clatter. I turned and stared at Eco, amazed that a mere boy could have thrown the knife with such strength. He stood hiding his face in his hands, weeping.


‘These people are mad,’ whispered Tiro.


I grabbed Eco’s wrists and pulled his hands from his face. He wrenched his head from side to side, trying to hide his tears. He pulled against my grip. I held him fast.


‘The men came back,’ I said. ‘They came for you. Could they have seen you watching, the night of the murder?’


He wildly shook his head.


‘No. Then they found out from the old woman in the shop. She led them to you. But according to the gossip it was your mother who saw the crime. Did she? Was she with you in the window?’


Again he shook his head. He wept.


‘You were the only one who saw it, then. You and the old woman across the street. But the old woman had the sense to keep herself out of it – and to lead them elsewhere. You told your mother all the details, didn’t you? Just as you’ve told us? And she started putting it out as if she’d seen the crime herself. Am I right?’


He shuddered and sobbed.


‘Wretched,’ I whispered. ‘Wretched. So they came that day looking for her, not you. And they found her in your apartment. You were there?’


He managed to nod.


‘And then what? Threats, bribes?’ I asked, knowing it was something much worse.


The boy wrenched himself from my grip. Sobbing, whining, he began slapping his own face back and forth. Tiro huddled next to me, watching horrified. The boy finally stopped. He stamped his foot and looked me straight in the eye. Gritting his teeth, contorting his face into a mask of hate, he raised both arms. His hands moved slowly, stiffly, as if against his will. He made an obscene gesture, then crumpled his hands into fists as if they had been withered by fire.


They had raped his mother, Polia who had seen nothing, who would have known nothing of the crime if he had not told her, whose only crime was spreading second-hand gossip to an old lady across the street. They had raped her, and Eco had seen it happen.


I looked at Tiro to see if he understood. He covered his mouth and averted his eyes.


The boy suddenly pushed me aside and ran to the knife in the street. He snatched it up and ran back to me, taking my hand in his and pressing my fingers around the hilt. Before I could pay him, before I could make any gesture of comfort or understanding, he ran back into the tenement, pushing aside the gaunt watchman who was stepping out of the doorway for a breath of air.


I looked at the knife in my hand. I sighed and closed my eyes, suddenly dizzy from the heat. ‘For his revenge,’ I whispered. ‘He thinks we bring justice, Tiro.’






XI
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We sat out the worst of the afternoon’s heat in a small tavern. I had meant to press on to find the whore Elena – the House of Swans could be only a short distance beyond the scene of the murder – but I lacked the heart. Instead we turned back, trudging up the narrow street until we reached the open square.


The concourse was almost deserted. Shopkeepers had closed their stalls. The heat was so intense that even the vendors with their carts had disappeared. Only a few vagrant children and a dog remained, playing in puddles about the public cistern. They had pushed back the iron cover, and one of the boys was standing dangerously close to the edge. Without even a glance over his shoulder, he hitched up his tunic and began urinating into the hole.


A mosaic of a bunch of red grapes inlaid above the cornerstone of a small tenement advertised a nearby tavern. A sprinkling of purple and white tiles led around the corner and down a short flight of steps. The tavern was a small, musty room, dark and dank and deserted.


The heat had exhausted me beyond speech. After so much walking I should have eaten, but I had no appetite. I ordered water and wine instead, and cajoled Tiro into sharing. I ordered more, and by that time Tiro needed no persuasion. With his tongue loosened and his guard down, I felt an urge to ask him outright about his tryst with the daughter of Sextus Roscius. If only I had! But for once I stifled my curiosity.


Tiro was unused to the wine. For a while he became quite animated, talking about the events of the morning and the previous day, interrupting himself every now and again to say a word of praise for his wise master, while I sat bemused in my chair, only half-listening. Then he abruptly grew silent, staring at his cup with a melancholy look. He took a final sip, put down the cup, leaned back in his chair, and fell fast asleep.


After a while I closed my eyes, and while I never quite slept, I dozed fitfully for what seemed a very long time, opening my eyes occasionally to the unchanging sight of Tiro splayed slack-jawed in the chair across from me, sleeping the absolute sleep of the young and innocent.


The half dreams I dreamed, partly submerged in them, partly aware that I dreamed, were gnarled and uneasy, far from innocence. I sat in the house of Caecilia Metella, interviewing Sextus Roscius; he babbled and muttered, and though he seemed to speak Latin I could hardly make out a word he said. When he rose from his chair I noticed that he wore a heavy cloak, and when he walked towards me it was with a terrible limp, dragging his left leg behind him. I turned away from him, horrified, and ran into the hallway. Corridors branched and merged like passages in a maze. I was lost. I parted a curtain and saw him from the back. Beyond him the young widow was pinned against the wall, naked and weeping as he violently raped her.


But as happens in dreams, what I first saw changed into something else, and I realized with a start that the woman was not the widow; it was Roscius’s own daughter, and when she saw that I watched she was unashamed. Instead she kissed the empty air and flicked her tongue at me.


I opened my eyes and saw Tiro sleeping across the table. A part of me wanted to awaken, but was too weak. My eyes were too heavy, and I lacked the will to keep them open. Or perhaps this was only another part of the dream.


In the storeroom of Caecilia’s house, the man and the woman continued to copulate. I watched them from the doorway, as timid as a boy. The man in the cloak looked over his shoulder. I smiled to myself, for now I expected to see Tiro’s face, flushed with excitement, innocent, embarrassed. Instead I saw Sextus Roscius, leering and transfixed with an unspeakable passion.


I covered my mouth and started back, appalled. Someone tugged at my sleeve. It was the mute boy, his eyes red from weeping, biting his lips to keep himself from simpering. He tried to hand me a knife, but I refused to take it. He shoved me aside angrily, then hurled himself at the copulating figures.


The boy stabbed at them brutally, indiscriminately. They refused to stop, as if the stabbing were a minor bother, not worth the pleasure it would cost them to pull apart and slap the boy aside. I knew somehow that they could not pull apart, that their flesh had in some way become merged and indistinct. Even as they heaved and writhed a pool of blood ran from their mingled bodies. It spread across the floor like a rich red carpet. It slithered beneath my feet. I tried to step forward but was frozen to the spot, unable to move or even to speak, as rigid as a corpse.


I opened my eyes, but it seemed to make no difference. I saw only an inundation of red. I realized that I had not opened my eyes at all and still dreamed against my will. I reached up to push my eyes open with my fingers, but the lids held fast together. I struggled, panting and out of breath, unable to will myself out of the dream.


Then, in an instant, I was awake. My eyes were open. My hands were on the table, trembling. Tiro sat across from me, peacefully napping.


My mouth was as dry as alum. My head felt stuffed with wool. My face and hands were numb. I tried to call for the taverner and found I could hardly speak. It made no difference; the man was dozing himself, sitting on a stool in the corner with his arms crossed and his chin on his chest.


I stood. My limbs were like dry wood. I staggered to the entrance and up the stairs to the alley, around the corner and into the square. The open concourse was blindingly bright and utterly deserted; even the urchins had abandoned it. I made my way to the cistern, knelt beside it and peered into the blackness. The water was too deep to give back any reflection, but I felt the rising coolness on my face. I pulled up the bucket, splashed my face, poured it over my head.
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