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CHARACTERS






	Flavia Albia

	an intuitive investigator






	T. Manlius Faustus

	her husband, expects her to be psychic






	Dromo

	their slave, hopeless






	Laia Gratiana

	a manipulative visitor






	Salvius Gratus

	her brother, a corporation man






	Glaucus

	a thoughtful athlete






	 
	 






	M. Didius Falco

	an honest auctioneer (caveat emptor)






	Scorpus

	I Cohort, seen it all






	Julius Karus

	special assignment: watching






	Iucundus

	an intense lover of life






	Paris

	his laid-back runabout






	Mamillianus

	a respected lawyer






	Statia

	his wife, a private treasure






	Vestis

	her maid






	 
	 






	Volumnius Firmus

	a professional mediator






	Sentia Lucretia

	his estranged wife






	Clodia Volumnia

	their dead daughter, full of promise






	P. Volumnius Auctus

	their absent son, a disappointment






	Volumnia Paulla

	a heavyweight grandmother, on the offensive






	Marcia Sentilla

	another one, defendant in a domestic dispute






	Chryse

	a trustworthy maid






	Dorotheus

	a busy slave, wounded






	 
	 






	Rubria Theodosia/‘Pandora’

	a fashionable herbalist, hearing voices






	Meröe and Kalmis

	purveyors of magical radiance






	Polemaena

	a forceful underling






	A fruiterer

	seen nothing, saying nothing






	Anthos and Neo

	can’t pay? Heard it all before






	Old Rabirius

	ever-present, rarely seen, a gangster






	Balbina Milvia

	somebody’s daughter, husband abroad






	Veronica

	somebody’s mother, husband travelling






	Dedu

	a greengrocer who advertises divinely






	Min

	his marketing tool






	Numerius Cestinus

	the stoical rejected suitor (moving on)






	Cluvius

	a born leader (he says)






	Granius

	a prankster, nice moustache (he thinks)






	Popilius

	in more trouble than he knows






	Sabinilla

	the well-groomed trouble he is in






	Redempta

	her best friend, absolutely






	Ummidia

	the quiet one






	‘Martialis’

	her fencing trainer






	Anicia

	somebody’s girlfriend (but whose?)






	‘Trebo’

	a mysterious unknown






	Vincentius Theo

	a charmer, with a legal bent (bent?)






	Parents and other relatives

	mindless offspring, murky pasts, buying off trouble






	 
	 






	Falaecus

	top functionary at Fabulo’s, no comment






	Fundus

	a waiter, first day, everything all right, sir?






	Fornax

	a chef, cooking up his escape






	Fornix

	a new identity






	 
	 






	Menenius

	a helpful doctor






	 
	 






	A dog

	hopeful






	lettuce

	glaucous
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When my husband’s ex-wife came offering me work, I knew she was up to something. She had left him alone for ten years after she divorced him, but as soon as he started falling for me, back she came like a stubborn smell. He always made out she had been justified in leaving him, but that was horse dung. His break from her was a stroke of luck.


I knew he felt guilty that he had not invited Laia to our wedding. I did not. Today I would have pretended not to be at home, but he chose to let her in. Tiberius could be so fair-minded that if I had had an iron skillet to hand I would have brained him. Fortunately for him I don’t often cook and the housekeeper we had on trial had left us, so nobody was wielding pans in our house. Instead I supplied bread and cheese for most meals, which is why cheeses and loaves exist in my opinion.


Given time, I would find new staff. Then I could concentrate on our start-up family business and on my own career. Unfortunately, my work had given my predecessor her excuse to visit us. I was an informer, conducting investigations for private clients. The lofty ex was not hiring me herself, just trying to manipulate me; what she wanted would be with somebody else, and a mismatch as I saw it.


I offered no refreshments to Laia Gratiana; I would sooner give her warts. Impervious, she sat in our reception room looking well-dressed and smug, while Tiberius Manlius politely agreed that the story his old wife related seemed intriguing. It sounded dud to me. She was a rich, snooty blonde, and I loathed her. She and I would never form a good working relationship; I could not imagine getting along any better with her friends.


‘Could be interesting, Albia,’ ventured Tiberius, though he was on dangerous ground.


‘Could be ghastly.’ I like to be frank.


He grinned. I might have softened up, but he had included Laia in the grin.


Normally I welcomed his advice. He gave his opinion in the stern way you would expect from a magistrate, then left me to make up my own mind. Had we been on our own, we would have wrangled over me spurning Laia’s commission, but in front of her we would look harmonious.


‘There should be a good fee.’ Tiberius, a true plebeian and now in charge of a building firm, was used to rapid costings when sizing up jobs.


I admit we were short of funds, yet however ‘intriguing’ Laia’s case might appear, I would not work for her. I would not give her the satisfaction. Even so, I understood why Tiberius felt curious. If anyone else had brought me this puzzle I would have jumped at it.


A young girl had been found dead in bed. Her father believed she had been poisoned by a love-potion. Her mother denied it, claiming their daughter died of a broken heart because the cruel papa had rejected the young man she wanted. A doctor declined to comment on either possible cause. That’s doctors. They see death every day and always seem surprised it has happened.


Things then grew nasty. The opposing grandmothers came to blows in the atrium. When a slave tried to separate the two of them, his arm was broken. Now the mother-in-law was being sued by her son-in-law for damaging his slave, a dispute aggravated by suggestions that she had helped in acquiring the supposed love-potion. That carried a whiff of witchcraft. People were saying it was in the public interest to uncover any use of magic, a subject that always caused intense excitement in Rome. The mother-in-law was banned from the house, and took the girl’s mother with her. Nobody was sure whether this was an official divorce, but the father called it enticement and blustered that he did not have to return the dowry. That made the mother even more angry than when he had blamed her for their child’s death.


The agitated father called in the vigiles; these neighbourhood deadbeats maintained they saw no evidence of foul play. They ignored the witchcraft idea. Too much paperwork. Perhaps in reality the burly law-and-order lads were scared of witches.


Papa raised his complaint to a higher level, summoning the Urban Cohorts. Nobody else would do any such thing, but that was the sort of family he headed up: fearlessly involving as many officials as possible. Never known to be diligent, the Urbans sent a runner who sniffed around then disappeared, despite the warring grannies; he ignored their catfight even though it could have been defined as a civil riot, something the Urban Cohorts were specifically set up to suppress, normally with horrible violence.


Next, the idiot householder went even further: he petitioned the Praetorian Guards. Luckily, they declined to attend. Most were tied up with the Emperor on manoeuvres in Pannonia, while any of the commissariat left behind in Rome were going crazy as they arranged a Triumph for when our glorious ruler returned.


If the father was as daft as he sounded, he would now appeal to the Emperor. Involving Domitian could be a death sentence for everyone. Perhaps you start to see why I was opposed to being drawn in.


‘Why, anyway, was a love-potion suspected?’ Tiberius asked Laia Gratiana. ‘Did the lad the girl fancied not wish to be lusted after?’


‘Well that’s what your clever little wife has to find out!’ retorted Laia, sounding petulant as she worked through his syntax. Clearly, she had never thought to ask the question. I saw exactly what he meant. Why had the girlie herself swallowed a potion, if she knew what she wanted but her boyfriend was the one shying away? She ought to have sent the vial to him instead. Men will drink anything; just say it will make them virile. They will deny they need it, then take a crafty swig when you are not looking.


‘My clever wife will have to decide whether she wants the case. Incidentally, you shouldn’t call Flavia Albia “little” if you intend to keep your teeth.’


Thanks, loyal husband. Tiberius and I had been married a month, despite the gods having struck him down on our wedding day with a bolt of lightning.


I am not joking. Laia must really be kicking herself that she was not at our wedding. Its thrills had even been reported in the Daily Gazette. We know how to throw a party.


‘Well, of course she must take the case,’ purred Laia, ignoring his comment about keeping her teeth. To me, that demonstrated why they had not survived as man and wife. I, on the other hand, tipped a finger at him, to let him know I had noticed. The bad boy smiled again, though this time just for me. His ex carried on, all unawares: ‘This is the kind of conundrum that darling Flavia adores.’


I was not Laia Gratiana’s darling, she had no idea what kind of work I liked, nor even what I really did – and no one calls me Flavia. That compliment to the Emperor was dumped on me as part of a tricky citizenship claim. It obtained me a grubby diploma that said I had Roman birth, but it put me on a par with Imperial freedwomen and ambitious foreigners. Even my diploma was stamped by the governor of a very obscure province. All my relatives tease me over this.


Laia Gratiana’s true opinion of my skills was low, but I saw what her game was. The events under discussion happened in the Quirinal district. She wanted me to leave home and exhaust myself with somebody else’s domestic dispute on the far side of Rome. Her motive was transparent. If she couldn’t have Tiberius, I should not have him either. Laia Gratiana never saw me as a rival; she just wanted to be spiteful against him.


‘No, thanks.’ I kept it professional. ‘A dead fifteen-year-old is always sad to hear about – so much lost potential, it’s very unfortunate – but family tragedies can turn too ugly. It’s not worth the fee. That’s assuming they ever pay up – though you’d be surprised how fast feuding couples resolve their differences and unite when faced with an invoice for time-charges and expenses.’


‘Try asking for payment in advance,’ advised Laia, at her most patronising.


‘Standard practice.’ I was terse.


‘Well, I’m sure you can’t afford to turn away business.’ Laia, who only condescended to spend her own energy in community good works, made out that no respectable woman would ever involve herself in something people paid for. Since informers are tracked by the vigiles in the same way as actors and prostitutes, she had a point. I might agree my trade was disreputable. Nevertheless, I said I had cases backed up, so on this occasion Laia would have to tell her smart friends on the Quirinal that I was unavailable. 


People did not often say no to Laia. I really enjoyed doing so.


While she recovered, I added that I had a sickly husband who needed me; I was devoting myself to my role as a magistrate’s wife, looking after him. I relished that too, because when Laia had him he was too young to be an aedile, so she never possessed the social cachet that I had. With this dig, I left the room as if I had dinner napkins to count. Laia was only here today because of her old connection with Tiberius. He could get rid of her.


He must have persuaded her to go. I hid myself in a store cupboard to avoid even having to say goodbye. When I came out, she was nowhere to be seen. Neither was he.


Annoying to the last, Laia had left a note-tablet plonked on a side table that gave the address of the family whose daughter had died. I could tell she had written it herself: the lettering was so neat I wanted to spill fish pickle over it, then give it to the dog to chew, if we’d had one.


Laia had raised her thinly pruned eyebrows in amazement at my rejection. She had a knack of making me feel crude. The fact that she must have brought this tablet with her, regardless of whether or not I was willing to accept the commission, made me rave even more. She had added unnecessary details (‘smart house by the fountain, it has a red door’) as if she thought I was incapable of finding places for myself, even though I spent my working life doing that, often with meagre directions. Her letters were slightly too large, her lines too straight. Her whole attitude was unbearable.


What bloody fountain, anyway?


I wished we did own a dog, one that would have run over to Laia and peed on her dress hem.
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I could not find my husband.


Of course, this predicament is not new to wives. Men are good at sliding off, even if they have simply become absorbed in writing a complaint about street noise and forgot to tell you they went out for ink; however, since the incident with the lightning bolt, I had to take special care of mine. Being watched over so anxiously made him rebellious, although the pain he continued to suffer made him tetchy in any case. I was now used to flare-ups. In my opinion, I was handling it all commendably.


We had been plunged into crisis without warning. It could have been a difficult way to start a marriage, yet it had some uses. Tiberius and I could not flap around like lovebirds, getting to know each other. We had to deal with this together, and deal with it now. After my near loss of him at the wedding, I became jumpy myself unless I checked up on him frequently. At one point, I was afraid I had married a permanent invalid, though now we knew the situation was not that bad. But pain or confusion would come upon him randomly; he needed reassurance; he tended to stay at home. If ever he went to the baths with Dromo, his body slave, he rushed back to the house very quickly; when he went out anywhere else, he took me. For him to disappear without explanation was alarming.


‘Where is your master?’ I demanded. Dromo was a vague youth who imagined himself constantly hard done by. That was ridiculous. Tiberius had always indulged him; at the moment, I was going along with it, even though the lad irritated the hell out of me.


Dromo shrank away. Usually he felt confident Tiberius would provide protection if I chose to yell or hit him, neither of which I had ever done or even seriously threatened. ‘He went out, I think. Well, he never told me. I’m just his slave, why would he bother to tell me anything or take me with him?’


‘Don’t be daft. The whole point of having you is so you can follow him about as a bodyguard, or run errands and carry messages. He takes you out and then he fills you up with pastries, like the kind master he is. I am worried about him, Dromo, and so should you be. Help me find him.’


Since I was an informer, I followed procedure. When there is a missing person, you start in their room. Sometimes that is all you need to do, because the child or spouse who ran away has left a message bemoaning how awfully they have been treated; the ones who want to be fetched back – or the ones who don’t, but who are really stupid – mention where they are going. You find them. You claim your fee. The client maintains they could have come upon this note for themselves, therefore they won’t pay you. All normal. I hate those jobs.


Tiberius had not left us a message. I searched our bedroom thoroughly. The slave watched in silence.


The tunic Tiberius had worn earlier was now lying on the bed. He was an aedile, a senior magistrate, so I checked his formal outfit with the purple stripes, but it remained in a chest, neatly folded. Official duties were the only reason Tiberius might go out in the middle of the day, because the builders who worked for him took their orders in the morning or when they came back to the yard at dusk. Their current commission was a routine workshop renovation; Tiberius left it to his foreman, not bothering to supervise.


‘He hasn’t gone to the aediles’ office, so what is he dressed for? Either he is wandering around in the buff, or he changed into something. Dromo, in order to make enquiries, I need to know.’


‘Why?’


‘I have to describe him to people who may have seen him. I want you to work out which tunic is missing.’


‘I don’t know,’ complained the lacklustre slave, sounding miserable. Looking after his master’s clothes was supposed to be one of his tasks, but who would know it? ‘Any of his stuff could be at the laundry.’ I pointed out that it would be Dromo’s job to bundle up items for washing, so he ought to remember what had been sent last time. Caught out, Dromo grumpily stuck his head in the open clothes-chest, then came back up muttering, ‘He’s in that old brown thing.’


So it seemed that Tiberius was working, because the brown tunic was a disguise he adopted when he went out incognito. As a magistrate, he had his own quaint way of spotting wrongdoers; when I first met him, he was patrolling the streets, looking like a layabout you wouldn’t stand too close to, while pulling in people who blocked pavements, sold fake goods from stalls or owned dangerous wild animals.


I felt glad he was taking an interest again. Then I found the wedding ring.


Even Dromo showed an ominous sense of occasion. ‘Shit on a stick! He told me he was never going to take that off.’


Thanks, Dromo.


Then in another trinket dish I found my husband’s signet ring as well.


I sat down on the bed, trying not to be upset. Married less than ten weeks and my husband had left me? That would take some explaining to our friends and relatives. None of them would be surprised; they viewed me as an eccentric who would soon drive him away. But I was very surprised indeed.


‘Don’t cry!’ Dromo was now terrified. ‘If you’re going to cry, I’m off.’


‘You’re a typical boy then!’ I wiped my eyes. ‘I am not crying. Tiberius Manlius will come back soon.’


‘Where’s he gone?’


‘How should I know? He’s grown up. He doesn’t have to take a pedagogue to carry his school homework – oh, stop looking like a wide-eyed owl, Dromo. I mean, he can go where he likes.’


‘Has he gone to get drunk in a bar?’


‘Why?’


‘He hates Laia Gratiana.’


‘Well, I doubt it, even for her; solitary drinking is not your master’s style …’


Or was I wrong? If being visited by his ex-wife had upset him enough, he might want to recover on his own … Was this her fault? If Laia Gratiana had said or done something to aggravate his anxiety, I would make her suffer.


I quizzed Dromo about how long she had stayed. Not long. At the same time as the slave saw me hide in the cupboard, his master had yelled for him. Dromo responded only reluctantly; he, too, disliked Laia. (He had some good points.) But he confirmed that he had been instructed to see her out. Tiberius neither showed her to the door politely himself, nor kissed her cheek in farewell. All the burden of being courteous fell on Dromo.


‘I had to take her into the street to her chair. She ought to have given me a copper for being helpful – but she didn’t!’


‘Were you helpful?’


‘No, I was grumpy.’


I nearly gave him a copper for that.


‘Did he say anything else to her?’


‘He just snarled, “You’ve told us the situation; we shall have to think about it.” Then she tossed her head and walked off ahead of me.’


It was unclear to me whether Dromo had lived with them while they were a married couple years ago; if so, he would have been a child at the time. Rather, I had the impression Tiberius had acquired Dromo as a little soul to fetch and carry, after Laia kicked Tiberius out. When he went to live at his uncle’s house, any slaves they owned together probably stayed with her; she exacted a vicious divorce settlement.


At least if there had been no further conversation today, I need not visit Laia to ask what she had said to make Tiberius vanish.


I would not have to own up that I did not know where he was.


When he failed to come home that night, I really panicked.


Next day, I hurried out to search his haunts. It was so early, Rome seemed like a badly bruised peach, promising much but too brown to tolerate. Sordid relics of last night’s adventures littered every street. There was sick in the fountains and worse in the gutters.


Stepping on bits of torn garland and circling round the occasional comatose fun-seeker, I busily visited the aediles’ office, his uncle’s house, shops and stalls he liked, the barber he patronised, a warehouse he owned and was trying to hire out … Nobody had seen him. I went down to the Marble Embankment, where my family lived; they all said the right comforting things – then I spotted them exchanging worried signals behind my back.


My last hope was Glaucus’ gym. This place in the Vicus Tuscus in the Forum was where my father went to exercise if he was facing any crisis; I had persuaded Tiberius to attend for remedial massages. Young Glaucus, the first proprietor’s son, now ran it. He was a retired athlete of some distinction. Taking a keen interest in my husband’s accident, he had researched the physical and mental effects of surviving a lightning strike. He found out more about it than even some doctors we consulted.


I found him leaning on a lad he was training to wrestle. The pupil looked desperate; Glaucus, who had maintained his superb physique, was hardly trying.


When I said what had happened, his face fell. ‘This is a nightmare, Glaucus. You look green – what’s that for?’


I had known him for years. He had probably forgotten, but he once proposed to me. No, that’s wrong; poor old Glaucus, who was extremely serious, had probably not forgotten at all, but as I grew up and became famously high-handed, he had been worrying ever since that I might change my mind and decide to accept him …


Looking anxious, Glaucus told me he had found several anecdotes about lightning survivors who abruptly left home. Even they seemed puzzled as to why. They might be found, perhaps a long time afterwards and many miles away, living a new life with a different identity.


‘If their relatives ever track them down, Albia, it seems they can be persuaded to come back. They do come home quite willingly.’


‘Well, that’s good news – but I have to find him first! When they disappear, is there any logic in where they go to?’


‘No, it seems to be pure chance.’


Brilliant.


I walked slowly home. Up in our bedroom, I put my husband’s wedding ring, and his signet ring with its fish-tailed horse design, on a piece of cord, which I hung round my neck under my clothes. I was beginning to accept it might be a long time before the rings went back on his fingers.


I sat on the bed, thinking about the irony that I could be hired to find missing people yet had no idea where to start looking for my own.




3


In the end there was nothing else I could do, so I took on Laia Gratiana’s case.


This may seem hard-hearted, but it was better than moping at home. I chose to distract myself with work and earn fees. As I always tell my clients, when your husband skips the scene, the sooner life goes on the better; if he reappears, you can deal with him then. In the meantime, eat sensibly, keep occupied, pay your bills and keep your mouth shut in public about whatever he has done. Sometimes I giggle with the jollier women that they can start looking around for a new lover, though I would not do so. I had my work. That gave me enough trouble.


Besides, I chose Tiberius. He was what I wanted. All I wanted. This terrible disappearance was like stepping in horse dung wearing shoes you had only owned for a week. 


I left Dromo at the house. ‘If Tiberius Manlius shows up, let him know I am worried about him, then someone must run and tell me straight away.’


‘I never get left anywhere all on my own.’ There were many reasons why, starting with the risk that our daft slave would burn the place down …


‘Well, I trust you, Dromo.’ Even he failed to believe it. ‘Don’t let anyone in except your master, or his uncle, or my mother. Larcius will see you are all right; you can ask him about anything that’s worrying you. It is very important that somebody stays here; you will be my special liaison officer.’


I had asked Larcius, the foreman of our construction business, to come through from the yard whenever he could and check the house. There was a connecting door he could use to pop in without warning. He understood. To Larcius, Dromo was just like a hapless apprentice eating buns all day, but with the bonus that he wouldn’t be on site knocking buckets over or spilling sacks of nails.


I would pop back from time to time, though it was best not to worry Dromo with that detail, which would seem like a threat. When I am working away on an investigation, I like to return home on occasion. I show my face locally so the neighbourhood burglars think my house is properly occupied. I organise laundry, change my earrings, have my brows tidied at Prisca’s bath house, where I can pick up gossip. I spend a little time quietly in my own space. My brain clears of whatever puzzles are competing for attention on behalf of my clients. Ideas often flow in of their own accord. I return to my client with a new approach and quite likely solve the case.


I had a long way to go before that stage on this one.


The bright day was still early. Public slaves had been round with brooms to tidy up the city. The drunks had either died or gone home. Shops and schools had opened. Respectable people were out and about, greeting old business colleagues with delight or having arguments with friends at the tops of their voices. Mules, washing lines, doddering old gents, and men delivering bales, barrels and amphorae got in my way as I walked. All normal. All thriving and thrusting. All utterly indifferent to my own unhappy state.


The Quirinal Hill starts close to the Forum of Augustus; it is the most westerly of three ridges that cover the main part of Rome like the fingers of a hand. I had worked on both the Esquiline and Viminal this year, so now I would be completing my set. Thrills! I knew that my father, Didius Falco, had auction and fine art customers on the Quirinal, so my first step was to visit him. From our house on the Aventine heights, I descended on the Tiber side, then walked along the Embankment past the Theatre of Marcellus and the Porticus of Octavia. Gaining the Field of Mars, I went through the Porticus of Pompey in case Pa had a current auction there, but no. I carried on to the Saepta Julia, where the elegant galleries were home to jewellers and antiques dealers, and my family had long rented premises.


The Saepta Julia began life as something to do with citizens voting, but emperors had since relieved us of the burdens of democracy. Turned into a fancy gallery, the Saepta had been rebuilt after a fire only ten years ago, yet the Didius showroom already looked as dusty as if it had been collecting junk for a century, while the upstairs office was little better. The curly-haired proprietor was generally grouching somewhere, eating a stuffed vine leaf while he waited for custom. If he was out, some ragamuffin nephew would do the honours, but today my famously casual, devious, rebellious, cantankerous paterfamilias was here. I found him polishing a metal jug. It was spelter, but once he had finished buffing he would blithely pass it off as silver. Buyer, beware. Especially beware of the utterly shameless Didii.


Falco was cheerful because of creating the fake jug, but his first demand was to know whether my runaway husband had turned up yet. I said no but I would give him hell when he did.


With that out of the way, I could explain my mission. Father confirmed that he knew a few Quirinal people, then spent a quarter of an hour raving about the wealth and insufferable habits of these customers. He enjoyed exaggerating. I waited patiently for him to finish.


I had to gauge carefully how much I revealed. If my query sounded too intriguing, Falco would try to take over. Now that he had the family auction house to run, he was supposed to have retired from informing, but it only made him more nostalgic for a good mystery. If ever I had a really dire case I might even try to offload it, but he had learned to be wary of me passing on dross. Also, Mother would have things to say. She wanted him to keep a low profile. I can’t say why. It was political. Besides, she thought he was too old for the excitement.


‘This is nothing you will want to pinch. It’s just a typical family dispute,’ I lied cheerfully. ‘Incipient divorce and battered slave compensation. I think it’s going to be grim. For some reason they called in the vigiles, though you won’t be surprised to hear that got them nowhere, so now they are asking me. I shall have to calm them down, then explain the facts of life.’


Giving me a narrow look, Father started by supplying the name of his contact at the First Cohort of Vigiles, whose main station-house was nearest to the Saepta Julia, although the Field of Mars was in fact supervised by the Seventh. We shared some lively banter about how the cohorts all interpreted ‘supervision’, then Pa threw in extra contact details for a couple of long-standing customers who might be helpful with background. I had to promise that if I ended up working nearby for long, I would come down to the Saepta for an occasional lunch. Well, that was an easy oath to take.


Before I left, my father asked more seriously about my husband. I explained what Young Glaucus had said.


‘Fugue state.’ Father knew. He gave me worrying details of this rare but fascinating phenomenon: sudden loss of memory, change of identity, wandering off inexplicably and, worst, the troubled victim eventually waking up in a new life, with no idea of who they were supposed to be, where they had come from or how they had got to their new location.


‘Glaucus says if I can find him, he will come home quietly.’


Better make sure Tiberius didn’t see me coming then, teased Falco. My guess was that he and Young Glaucus had put their heads together at the gym, discussing any scary symptoms that might afflict Tiberius in future. The thought of the two of them conspiring behind my back made me even more worried.


Pa jollied me along. Perhaps if Tiberius started a new life, it would be as a celebrity cook – which we could do with in our house.


Having been adopted by a colourful character, I had learned to go along with badinage. ‘More likely he has set up a ménage with a belly-dancer from the Bosporus. I hope the filthy slut doesn’t damage him.’


My father always liked the idea of a belly-dancer being involved in something.
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Standing outside the Saepta Julia, on the opposite side from the river, I looked across the wide main road, which ran dead straight from the city gate to the Forum. It was the Triumphal route, the Via Flaminia, at this point named the Via Lata. I could see the newly rebuilt Temples of Isis and Serapis, with Domitian’s shrine to Minerva behind them. Beyond, the Quirinal cliffs loomed. None of these northern hills was as steep as the two peaks of the Aventine, though I knew they made you breathless as you climbed their slopes. Rome was called the City of Seven Hills because they really were significant features.


I wanted to know where I was going, not to potter around aimlessly. Also, I wanted to be sure what situation I was heading into. For this reason I first made my way to the vigiles.


The First Cohort lived almost opposite, slightly south of the Arch of Claudius where it crosses the Via Flaminia. They watched over a significant swathe of Rome; their two administrative districts were the Seventh, named after the Via Lata, and the Eighth, the Forum Romanum. Naturally their lead investigator, a snappy man called Scorpus, used the demands of the Forum as his excuse for not poking deeply into domestics up on the Via Lata. If he was beset by toga-ed toffs complaining about the pickpockets on the basilica steps or the dossers who slept in the curia porch, he could hardly give much time to mad stories about love-potions. Or so he claimed.


Scorpus was typical: a lewd, crude, shrewd type, whom I assessed as just about acceptable at his job. This was as good as you get in an organisation of ex-slaves who carried out dangerous work for little thanks. The vigiles were tough. Their officers could be either cynical or corrupt. Many were both. If they had been delicate, they would have chosen to be florists.


Scorpus was a short, wide man with shaved hair, who clearly had a past behind him: he walked with a limp that could have been acquired either during a tricky arrest or from an accident while firefighting. Or in a bar fight. Or from a furious girlfriend. With the vigiles, unless they boasted of their exploits, you never knew. This one did not bother trying to impress, since he intended to get rid of me.


He remembered the family: ‘The Volumnii. Apricot Street.’ I noticed he gave no verdict on them. The man did not gossip. His Quirinal patch included the gracious homes of Imperial family members – or at least any relatives Domitian had allowed to remain alive – not to mention retired consuls and serving senators. I guessed Scorpus left them alone as much as possible; if he was ever called in, he would be polite though probably not deferential. With the Volumnii, if he had mentally dismissed them as poncy time-wasters, they would never have noticed what he thought. He knew how to bluff. I didn’t need a description of them from him; I would decide for myself. I reckon he could see that. I tend to come across as self-assured when I’m working.


In twenty words Scorpus rapped out a story that more or less matched what I had been told by Laia. I name-dropped Falco, which softened him, though gained me no additional details. He was a plain reporter. I thought of mentioning my uncle, Petronius Longus, who had done the same job as Scorpus for many years in the Fourth Cohort, but I suspected the First thought the Fourth were layabout headcases, just as the Fourth called the First bribe-taking slimeballs, so there would be no advantage. It was better simply to let Scorpus see I was familiar with how the vigiles worked and that I understood their problems. To be fair, although he had no time for informers (the traditional attitude), he was treating me as a professional.


He went so far as to say I could see the cohort clerk. If the clerk could find the record pertaining to the Volumnius incident, I could neither handle it nor take it away, but the scroll could be read out to me. Scorpus marched me to the clerk’s cubbyhole, where he left me to make my own overtures. He himself strode off to what he described as more important business.


The clerk was a nasty, pasty, far from hasty slave who presumably hadn’t got a copper for the laundry so he could not fetch his clean tunic. Judging by the state of the one he was in, collection was weeks overdue. He was either trying to grow a beard to hide his pimples or his barber had a blunt razor that spread infection. Nevertheless, like many clerks, he was so surprised at somebody taking an interest, he roused himself to look for a note-tablet (nothing so grand as a scroll, then) where Scorpus had written up his visit to the Volumnii. The scrawled notes were so hard to decipher, the clerk laid the tablet on his tiny table to pore over it; although I was not supposed to look, I read them upside down.




Father: Aulus Volumnius Firmus, bonus vir. aggro. No previous with I Vig.


Mother: Sentia, [unreadable squiggle] Aggro plus.


Grandmothers: [presumably crossed out because Scorpus stopped bothering, the clerk looked up and told me, knowing his officer’s habits]


Deceased: Clodia Volumnia, XV, unmarried, no lovers — alleged. Corpse: in bed, nightwear, no marks, no odd colouring. No vomit/diarrhoea. No empty liq bottle/pills. Used water glass – no scent: colourless/tasteless drops. Agreed body could bury. [I mentally edited this to ‘could be buried’ though what it meant was clear enough]


Doc: Menenius, XII yrs in practice, nothing known contra. Confirmed: no foul play. No preg evident. Assumed virg. No ill-health history.


Undertaker: not contacted


Allegations: v Pandora. Denial at interview. [double squiggle] As per p.


Boyfriend: Cestinus, had been dumped. Denial involvement. Evasive — normal. Not known to I Vig.


S/O No further.





‘“Tasteless drops”? Did Scorpus drink the water in the glass?’ I was amazed. ‘With accusations of poison being bandied about?’


‘He is very thorough,’ the clerk said, defending this lunacy.


‘And he categorises people morally? Why say the dead girl’s father is a bonus vir, a good man?’ The clerk looked vague. All clerks are taught how to do this on their first day at work. He was a natural, though not as a good as Dromo. ‘All right, what do those odd squiggles mean?’


‘One squiggle is shorthand for “ghastly cow”, to warn anyone else who might go along to question the suspect.’


‘Don’t you mean witness?’ I corrected him mildly. ‘If the mama is suspected, I would expect to see more written here … And two squiggles are?’ The clerk looked shifty again. He claimed he could not say. I put up the standard rejoinder: did that mean he had no idea, or he was not allowed to reveal the secret? He gave me a shrug; I assumed the latter. I deduced that the ‘Pandora’ against whom allegations had been laid might well be known to the vigiles, especially as Scorpus had not said that she wasn’t. ‘And “as per p” means what?’


‘Behaved as per previous enquiries.’


‘Other enquiries? She is known to you?’ Another shrug. ‘And your officer is suggesting she was difficult?’


‘Could be.’


‘Or even impossible?’


‘Dead cert.’


‘Right! What is “S/O”?’


‘Signed off. “Keeping the situation under review”, we say to them.’


‘Well, you have to soothe the punters … But no further action is intended?’ I managed not to snort.


‘Zero. You have worked with the vigiles before!’ The clerk applauded.


He gave me directions to where the Volumnii lived, which he had to find from Scorpus’ call-out diary. He pointed out the street on the district wall-map, a curly-edged skin that was so old it was barely legible. Off his own bat, he also offered an address for Pandora. He knew that without any looking-up. That told me the ‘previous enquiries’ must be regular harassment. Pandora was seen as a social problem.


Keeping my eyes down as I added details to my own note-tablet, I asked in a conversational tone, ‘So which of your watch lists is Pandora on?’


The clerk must have been better trained than some: he refused to tell.
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The ‘important business’ that the investigator Scorpus had claimed, was being conducted at the snack bar next door. All the vigiles have an eatery close to their station-house, because snack bar owners are not daft.


I walked up and ordered a flatbread. It came stuffed with chickpea paste and a man-sized gherkin. The server and Scorpus slyly watched for my reaction, but I happen to like pickles. I reached for a knife and cut it firmly into thin slices, eating the first one thoughtfully. Scorpus winced.


‘Your man was very helpful – within the usual well-defined limits. Thank you, Scorpus. Most was what I had been led to expect, though I spotted that your notes did not discuss the slave who was wounded in a family argument?’


‘Subsequent to my visit, I believe.’ That made sense; I could imagine tempers flaring in the family afterwards, precisely because the vigiles had failed to produce answers. The father who had called in the First would have had to field insults from his more sceptical relatives. Everyone must have been racked with suspicion, as well as heartbroken.


‘And you blanked the witchcraft allegations. I won’t try asking about that.’


‘That’s right,’ agreed Scorpus, easily. ‘Don’t ask me.’ Now I had turned up, he was already gathering himself to leave. Informers have that effect.


‘I was told about a love-potion. Pandora sells under-the-counter concoctions?’


He paused, then condescended to elaborate after all. To me this confirmed that the vigiles had had tricky run-ins with the woman; he would give her up to me because they loathed her. Scorpus declared in a dry voice: ‘“Pandora” – otherwise Rubria Theodosia – supplies top-grade herbal beauty products to women of a certain age who are desirous of defeating the ravages of time. That, she maintains, is her sole activity.’


I smiled. I liked his dry attitude. ‘If challenged she can supply receipts to prove it? If you search her premises, all you find are oodles of glossy beeswax and extremely small alabaster pots? But you say it’s cobnuts …’


‘She makes her stuff in a warehouse. Neighbours are always complaining about too many delivery carts.’


‘Why don’t you order the storehouse owner to terminate her lease?’


‘He won’t do it. He’s some ponce from the Aventine who doesn’t want to lose revenue.’


‘Not Tullius Icilius?’


‘Who’s he?’


Not Uncle Tullius. ‘Just a thought. Never mind.’


I chewed my flatbread, in a morose mood. Scorpus was paying the barkeeper; he collected a paper of raisins to take back to his clerk, which showed they had a kindly relationship.


‘I bet those high-end crow’s feet remedies come expensive!’ I scoffed, stopping his departure. ‘Defying age is bloody hard. If the potions work, Pandora must certainly be assisting the process with spells.’


‘I am a man,’ answered Scorpus, playing the innocent. ‘I know nothing of face creams.’


We shared a bleak stare as he left. He did not bother to wish me luck, but I was starting to think I might need it on this case.


The gherkin was gently repeating on me as I walked to Apricot Street. I was probably tense. As I faced the unknown hazards of a new case, the mood of depression that had passed between me and Scorpus lingered. I was contemplating the well-known impossibility of proving poison – especially where it had originated with someone who was skilled at handling herbal ingredients. Scorpus, verging on sympathetic, had known all too well the kind of task that lay ahead of me. If misadventure had been easy to identify, he would have done it himself.


The street I needed lay within a purpose-built grid of speculative dwellings. All the roads were named after fruits; some past developer had a fanciful attitude. Most minor streets in Rome have no names at all, but close by was Pomegranate Street, where our beloved Emperor was said to have been born in a back bedroom of his uncle’s house during a period of financial strain for his father, Vespasian. Domitian had now raised the status of his own birthplace by implanting upon it the Temple of the Flavian Gens. Upgrading poor old Pomegranate Street gave him a marble tomb in which to deposit the ashes of his relatives, especially those he had executed, which by now was most of them. It being some distance from the Palatine, he never had to come and lay flowers.


As ambitious senators, old Vespasian and his brother would have lived well, or at least made it appear they did. They would have aspired to the detached high-status houses here, though in this area there were also tiny rented rooms where poets and other low-downs climbed to pigeon-infested attics to write complaining satires. Pear Street. Plum Street. Damson Court and Almond Alley. Moderate property with accessible rents. Locally, they had temples to gods of health, friendly markets, hygienically kept fountains, interesting shops. There was good social activity. I could have lived here, were my connections to the Aventine less strong.


The vigiles had directed me to Apricot Street. I never identified which of the clean fountains Laia Gratiana had instructed me to look out for. I doubted whether she had ever been here. She must know the mother only through the temple cult that Laia tried to dominate. Her brother had some business connection with the father, but it might not involve social mingling. The brother was getting married. So, would this family be on the guest list? Well, even if the Volumnii were that close to the Gratii, with their daughter dead they would probably decline a wedding invitation at the moment.


From what I had already been told, I knew the sudden death of Clodia Volumnia had placed enormous strain on her relatives. I wondered if she was an only child.


I had come to a large well-kept building. The Volumnii had a suite on the first floor, above an inner courtyard. It looked as if they rented rooms along two whole sides; trellises and screens marked off other people’s adjacent spaces. Everything suggested they had been here for some years. When I went up to their level, I found battered chairs and drinks tables outside, looking over the courtyard. Diligent slaves had put out their bedding to air on their part of the balcony rail; pots of flowers had been watered that morning; cypress trees stood either side of their entrance to show they had suffered a death in the family.


Nice people, you might think, though Scorpus’ notes had said they were a trial. Being an informer, I know nice appearances can often be a sham.


I climbed a wooden staircase in a corner, then knocked on the door: not red, but unpainted; I enjoyed myself sneering at Laia’s incompetence.


Almost at once a slave answered. With so much going on, he had probably been instructed to stay on the alert. Not the one who had had his arm broken; this ageing man wore a clean tunic and a stone amulet on a thong. He was polite, with pure Roman Latin, signs that he had not been purchased but had been born in the family, for whom he had probably worked all his life. Rather than attempting to pick his brains, I simply asked to see the head of household, saying I was sent by a family friend.


Sometimes it is a fight to get indoors, but I was taken in and left to wait in a small reception room. I sat on a couch with my feet neatly together, taking in my surroundings. The apartment was comfortably furnished, with nicely chosen vases and wall art. Money had been spent – not extravagantly, not to show off, but with quiet good taste. I felt the things on display were things the people here liked themselves. If this showed the wife’s influence, it was so much sadder that she had now lost her child, quarrelled with her man and left the home.


The room doors flew open and in bounced someone I presumed to be Volumnius Firmus. He was short, ordinary-looking, certainly not handsome. Though he was wearing a decent white tunic, it looked as if the slave had hastily put him into shoes: one strap was askew. His expression was strained. He looked very unhappy.


I stood up and introduced myself. ‘My name is Flavia Albia, wife to the aedile Manlius Faustus. First, please accept our condolences on the loss of your daughter. I am here at the instigation of Laia Gratiana, whose brother I believe you know. I often help families in trouble; she suggested I might be able to offer you professional assistance.’


‘She mentioned you.’ That smoothed my path somewhat, though he sounded suspicious. ‘The informer – are you working for my wife?’


‘I am working for no one at present. I just came to see if help was wanted.’


‘You met my wife?’


‘No, sir.’ Not so far.


He made a show of looking around. ‘No maid? No chaperone?’


I remained calm. ‘We have an acquaintance in common, which was enough for me. And you may be assured Laia Gratiana would only send you somebody respectable. She is a stickler for propriety and, besides that, a leading member of the women’s cult of Ceres.’ I bet Laia never said my husband was once hers; it was nothing to brag about that Faustus cheated on her. ‘I feel any discussion between us should be confidential.’


Volumnius relaxed a little. He sat. He took a chair with arms. Though not invited, I resumed my previous couch. I meant him to know that I saw us as equals. I would not stand in his presence like a menial.


He was considering me and my offer.


I had dressed carefully for this: good pale gown and toning stole, soft shoes rather than sparkly sandals, a plain gold necklace and small earrings instead of dangly gemstones. My tunic was good and long, with wrist-length sleeves. I had summoned up a genteel manner too: assured but not pushy, restrained yet competent. Approaching any new case, this is the critical moment. I had learned the need to overcome client prejudice. Later, I would be able to lash out and be myself. Braids and bangles could come afterwards.


To help him decide, I summed up formally: ‘Your daughter died unexpectedly. You want to know why, but the authorities have failed you. I have experience in investigation. You will find me sympathetic and discreet. I can provide references. In a family situation, hiring a female can be useful.’ I deliberately stressed that it was a commercial offer. Actual costs could be settled once he said yes. Then I would make sure it was money up front. ‘So, what am I able to do for you? Well, I would speak to people who knew your daughter, re-examine what happened to her, cast fresh eyes upon the tragedy. My strength is assessing evidence.’


That was it. I stopped, folded my hands, waited.


‘You will give me answers?’


‘Volumnius Firmus, I make no promises. Distrust any informer who does. You must be prepared for disappointment, just in case. Sometimes the truth cannot be discovered. When I finish, at least you will know that everything has been tried that could be – and if answers do exist, I will produce them. My success rate has been good, I say that proudly.’


‘Fine.’ He was very abrupt. ‘Do you have a schedule of charges?’


‘I ask for a daily fee, plus incidental expenses.’ It helps to be ready with this information; I stated my price, saying he would have sole claim on my time, while I would aim to finish as quickly as possible. I suggested a review of my findings after a week.


Volumnius accepted everything, equally promptly. This was the kind of client I liked. I took him on, while letting him think it was his decision.
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Volumnius clapped his hands so a slave appeared, a tall, thin, fairly mature young man, dressed in a similar style to the door porter. This one, called Dorotheus, had his left arm in a sling. I said nothing. I would ask him about the incident later, without his master listening in. He was sent off with a key to fetch my advance payment.


I brought out my note-tablet so Volumnius could provide the necessary background information. Responding to my prompts, he claimed they were not a rich family, although to me their living style spoke otherwise. He was at home in the day, too, so he did not work. Apparently there was inherited money, estate income. He claimed their country farms were small, their holdings of city property modest. I reckoned he was playing this down; I decided the dead girl would have been a catch. If she had been wrongfully killed, that could be relevant.


He and his wife had married in their youth, living first elsewhere then here on the Quirinal for the past ten years. That was a good record in Rome, where death or divorce often intervened sooner. Clodia Volumnia was their only daughter. They also had a son, six years older; he was away, serving in a legion in North Africa. Of his own accord Volumnius said that his daughter had been a lively character, while his son was a struggler. ‘He does his best; he tries. He’s a well-meaning youngster, very athletic. He loves the army.’


So Volumnius Junior was not the sharpest knife in the cutlery box. The African provinces were stable, at least when Domitian did not exterminate a tribe (‘I have forbidden the Nasomones to exist’). The posting would not call for high-flyers. Not a war zone: Nasomones somewhat quiet these days; Garamantes nervously remembering the Nasomones … Plenty of desert hunting and gladiators to keep an athletic boy happy. Members of my family had travelled in Tripolitania; they tended to sniff at it.
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