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To Joyce Collins, who deserves a dedication but has never had one; and to Doctors Peter and Jean Aungle, with my thanks for their help with Lucius


AUTHOR’S NOTE

The main characters in Nero are historical, although – as Petronius himself admits in Chapter Four – I have interpreted them subjectively. This, to be fair, is not much different to the practice of the ancient authorities themselves, who more often than not had their own axes to grind (and their own knives to bury).

Nero committed suicide in 68, two years after the story closes: those interested – and the account makes interesting reading – will find the details in Suetonius’s  Nero 47–50. The emperor’s almost-final words were, ‘What a loss I am to the arts!’(‘Qualis artifex pereo!’)

Tacitus’s account of Petronius, however, is short enough to give in abbreviated form, and it may be interesting to compare it with my purely fictional version. The first name Gaius (represented only by the letter C in the text) is probably a copyist’s error:


I should perhaps say a few words about Gaius Petronius. He spent his days asleep and his nights working and at his pleasures; so gaining a reputation not as others do by energy but by its opposite. None the less, he was not considered dissipated or profligate  . . . but a voluptuary of some refinement. He was unconventional in speech and actions and manner  . . . and people liked this, ascribing his unconventionality to a straightforward character. Yet as governor of Bithynia and later consul he showed himself an able and active administrator.

Having reverted to a dissolute (or ostensibly dissolute) lifestyle he was admitted into Nero’s circle of intimates as his Adviser on Taste; and the emperor would consider nothing enjoyable or refined unless Petronius approved it. This brought him the hatred of Tigellinus, who considered him a rival and indeed a superior where the science of pleasure was concerned. Accordingly  . . . he accused him of collusion with Scaevinus [a member of the Piso plot], bribing one of his slaves to incriminate him. Petronius was allowed no opportunity to defend himself, and most of his slaves were arrested.

At the time, Nero was in Campania. Petronius, on his way to meet him, got as far as Cumae, where he was stopped. He did not hesitate, [but] instead of throwing himself into death headlong he slit his wrists so that he could die at leisure by applying tourniquets and slackening them off. Meanwhile he talked with his friends, but not seriously or like someone who wants to be remembered for his strength of character, and listened while they recited not dissertations on wisdom or immortality but frivolous songs and light verses  . . . He dined splendidly and had a nap, so that even though his death was forced it might appear natural. In his will he did not, as most did, flatter Nero or Tigellinus  . . . but wrote down an account of the emperor’s crimes, giving the names of his male and female bedmates and the details of any novel obscene practice involved. This he sent to Nero under seal  . . .

Nero was unsure how information on his night-time activities could have become public knowledge; but then he thought of Silia, a senator’s wife  . . . who had been a recipient of the imperial favours and was a close friend of Petronius’s. She was accordingly exiled for failing to keep her mouth shut  . . . (Tacitus,  Annals, XVI, 18/19)



The Tacitus extract reveals one important liberty I have taken with historical facts: my story ignores Petronius’s governorship and subsequent brief consulate, both of which belong in the early 60s. This was necessary, of course, for the sake of the plot: the former would have taken him out of Rome and away from events for at least a year, and the latter identified him a little too closely for my liking with the establishment. The only other major historical anomaly I am guilty of (as far as I know!) occurs in Chapter Five with the introduction of Junia Calvina. Junia was actually in exile at the time and remained so until after the death of Agrippina; but I needed her as a character.

One more confession, of lesser importance: the real Arruntius’s first name was Paullus, which would have caused confusion on the introduction of St Paul. He was not (again as far as I know) the real Silia’s husband, and ‘my’ Arruntius’s character and inclinations are complete inventions.

Finally, my thanks to Roy Pinkerton of Edinburgh University (who is certainly  not responsible for any remaining factual errors!); to my wife Rona, and to Teresa Roby and her staff, for being so patient over books from their respective libraries.


Dramatis Personae

The story takes place between 50 and 66: all dates are AD. Purely fictional characters are given in lower case.

ACTE, Claudia: Nero’s freedwoman mistress.

AGRIPPINA, Julia: ‘the Bitch.’ Nero’s mother, and the Emperor Claudius’s third wife.

ANICETUS: an ex-tutor of Nero’s, and his Commander of the Fleet at Misenum.

ARRUNTIUS, Gnaeus (actual first name Paullus): Silia’s husband. A right-wing senator who had been involved in the murder of the Emperor Caligula.

BASSUS, Laecanius: consul (with Crassus Frugi) at the time of the Great Fire.

BRITANNICUS: Claudius’s son (born 41) by Messalina.

BURRUS, Afranius: with Seneca, Nero’s tutor and later adviser. Commander of the Praetorians.

CALIGULA: the Emperor Gaius (Caligula is a nickname); Claudius’s predecessor, Agrippina’s brother, and Nero’s uncle. Murdered 41.

CASSIUS LONGINUS: a right-wing senator.

Chryse: Acte’s maid.

CLAUDIUS: ‘the Idiot.’ Emperor, Nero’s predecessor and adoptive father. Poisoned 54.

Crito: Petronius’s head slave.

Dion: Petronius’s secretary.

JUNIA CALVINA: Silia’s friend, a noblewoman descended from Augustus. Her brothers and nephew (the Junii Silani) were among the most prominent of Nero’s (and Agrippina’s) victims.

Justin: Paullus’s servant.

Lalage: Silia’s maid.

MESSALINA: Claudius’s second wife, and the mother of his son Britannicus. Executed 48 for adultery and treason.

NARCISSUS: Claudius’s freedman private secretary.

NERO: emperor (54–68), born 37 as Lucius Domitius Ahenobarbus. Son of Agrippina and Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus. Adopted (50) by the Emperor Claudius, after which time his correct name became Nero Claudius Caesar Drusus Germanicus.

OCTAVIA: daughter of Claudius. Nero’s first wife.

OTHO, Marcus Salvius: Nero’s erstwhile friend, sometime husband of Poppaea. Returned to support Galba after Nero’s death (68) and was briefly emperor after him (Jan–April 69).

PARIS: ballet-dancer and mime artist; one of Nero’s favourites.

PAULLUS: Paul of Tarsus (St Paul). He spent some time at Rome in the 60s and was later beheaded there on Nero’s orders. Letters exist purporting to be a correspondence between him and Seneca, but these are almost certainly later Christian forgeries.

PEDANIUS: City Prefect murdered by one of his slaves.

Persicus, Fabius: a senator friend of Petronius’s.

PETRONIUS (Titus Petronius Niger): the narrator. Nero’s unofficial Adviser on Taste ( Arbiter Elegentiae), usually identified with the author of the  Satyricon, a picaresque novel of low life in first-century Italy.

PISO, Gaius Calpurnius: prominent right-wing senator involved in the plot against Nero.

POPPAEA SABINA (‘Poppy’): wife of Otho, then of Nero. Their only child, Claudia, died in infancy.

RUFUS, Faenius: after Burrus’s death, co-commander with Tigellinus of the Praetorians. Executed after the Piso plot.

SENECA, Lucius Annaeus: born Corduba, Spain, circa 5 BC. Philosopher, writer, playwright and statesman. With Burrus, Nero’s tutor and adviser.

SENECIO: a freedman favourite of Nero’s. Executed after the Piso plot.

SILIA: Arruntius’s wife, and Petronius’s mistress. Exiled (66) to Marseilles.

TERPNUS: a famous Greek musician and singer.

THRASEA PAETUS: an individualistic senator, moderate but opposed to Nero. Forced into suicide 66.

TIGELLINUS, Ofonius (‘Tiggy’): Nero’s protégé and latterly principal adviser. After Burrus’s death, co-commander of the Praetorians (with Faenius Rufus). Forced into suicide under Otho (69).

Xanthus: Petronius’s table slave.


[image: Image Missing]


PROLOGUE:

Cumae, June AD 66

 

A piece of advice before we start. Don’t believe those fools who preach that death is a friend, or, worse, like Paullus and his crew of fanatics, the happy gateway to a better and fuller existence. It’s nothing of the sort. Death, gentle reader, is nothing but a necessary bore, and you can tell it I said so. There, now.

I, Titus Petronius Niger, aesthete, author and erstwhile Adviser on Taste to Nero Claudius Caesar (the gods rot the little bugger) have reached a climacteric in my existence; I might say two climacterics, for although autobiography and suicide aren’t normal bedfellows they’re both pretty final, and I’ve no intention of rushing either to oblige anyone; certainly not by poking a sword through my own gut, which may be the traditional recourse of the Roman gentleman but is, in my view, hopelessly crude, not to say extremely messy and hell on the upholstery. No. I will bleed to death in comfort, like a civilised being. If done in a leisurely fashion by tightening and loosening the wrist-tourniquets (as I will do it), opening one’s veins allows one to hang up one’s clogs at a decent pace. If I really have to die before my time (and needs must, ho hum, when the emperor drives, even when the emperor is poor loopy Lucius) then I intend to savour every minute of the process. Even if it kills me.

Dion is smiling. Dion is my secretary and, currently, my right-hand man. That, my dears, should you need such things pointing out to you, is a pun, albeit one in execrable taste. What you’re reading now is all Dion’s work, and Titus Petronius Niger is merely a voice: refreshed, let it be said, by the fine wines and exquisite delicacies which lade the groaning table beside his couch. Nevertheless, when the time comes for us to part I will endeavour to sign my own name across the page before I finally dispense with the tourniquets and at last allow greedy nature to run (oh, my!) her liquid course.

A disagreeable prospect, you will admit; but then we have a long way to go together first. Oh yes, my gentle friends. Lucius’s men will not arrive to inspect my corpse before morning. The night is still young, these Baian crayfish are excellent, and Dion is supplied with plenty of ink and paper. So.

What exactly is this great work that we’re embarked on? Not, as you might expect, a hatchet job on the man responsible for my death, the quondam Lucius Domitius Ahenobarbus, whom history will remember (unless she’s lucky enough to forget him altogether) as Nero Claudius Caesar, Rome’s fifth emperor (not counting old Julius), darling of the muses and self-styled theatrical genius. Oh, and of course the world’s most illustrious pyromaniac; I doubt if history will forget that little nugget of scandal. Certainly Lucius – I’ll call him that, by the way, since it’s all the nomenclature the poor dear deserves – provides scope and to spare for character assassination, and at present, as you’ll readily understand, my feelings towards him aren’t exactly friendly. All the same, I can’t bring myself to hate the lad, however much of a monster he’s become; in fact if truth be told I feel more sorry for him than anything else (a sentiment that would have the crack-brained old Jewish humbug Paullus nodding in approval). After all, it isn’t altogether poor Lucius’s fault that he’s in the wrong job, and he has tried his best. Being three tiles short of a watertight roof hasn’t helped much, either.

So, my dears, this is no kick in the imperial teeth. Call it a most lamentable comedy. Or possibly a mirthful tragedy. And because Lucius is who he is, and I am who I am, there will also, I’m sorry to say, be a fair amount of dirt to be dug  . . .

Dion is frowning, and I don’t much blame him. Dion may be a slave, but the lad is no mean judge of style, and I am rambling. Petronius, you bore, you grow inelegant. Stop it at once and begin your tale.

Heigh ho and off we go. End of prologue. Let me introduce you to my coy mistress Silia.
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AD 50

We met in the Danaid Porch. Perhaps you know it, part of Apollo’s temple on the Palatine? Its statues of the forty-nine married ladies who killed their husbands on the wedding night have made it the most popular place of assignation in Rome for (let’s not be hypocritical about this) would-be adulterers and adulteresses like ourselves. She was standing with her maid studying the artwork, I was lurking beside one of the pillars a few feet away, studying her breasts.

By any standards she was beautiful: late twenties (my own age), dark hair carefully coiffeured and masked by the thinnest of veils, a perfect profile and a body richly curved beneath an impeccably arranged Coan silk mantle. She had seen me, of course, in her turn, and we watched each other covertly for a while, sizing each other up as one does on these occasions. After a decent interval I moved in for the kill.

She glanced directly at me and remarked to her maid: ‘A poor thing, Lalage, isn’t she? Condemned to eternal torment just for getting rid of a boring husband.’

An invitation if I ever heard one. The maid giggled. I moved closer.

‘Your poor thing would hardly have had enough time to be bored, lady.’ I leaned across and set my hand next to hers on the statue’s cheek, noting as I did so the ring on her third finger. ‘Hours, at most.’

She smiled at me. Her teeth were pearls.

‘Oh, that’s quite enough time for it,’ she said. ‘Husbands are like tunnyfish, darling, they go off terribly quickly. Especially if they aren’t fresh to begin with.’

We both laughed. In that exchange the contract had been, so to speak, proposed, drawn up and signed by both parties. Negotiations in the Danaid Porch are like that, short and sweet and to the point, with no time wasted on inessentials. Patting the stone face in farewell, she turned to her maid.

‘Lalage, walk behind us, please,’ she said. ‘And not too closely, there’s a dear.’

We made love in her bedroom, on top of a silk coverlet thickly embroidered with gold and purple beasts: it had come from China along the spice route, and must have cost a fortune. I taught her the lips and tongue trick I’d learned from a courtesan in Damascus (once, or so she told me, the mistress of Herod Agrippa himself. If so then the Jewish king had taste); she provided me with a delightful variation on the Alexandrian String of Pearls which she claimed to have invented – no mean feat, if true. All in all a pleasantly exhausting afternoon, and highly educational. Afterwards we bathed in rose water, and Lalage brought us cups of snow-cooled wine and a dish of dried figs. Then I watched while Silia dressed and the maid repaired her hair.

‘You will stay for dinner, won’t you?’ She was holding still as the girl applied Egyptian cosmetic to her eyelashes with a fine brush. ‘Gnaeus won’t be back until late.’

‘Gnaeus?’

‘Don’t be obtuse, dear. My husband.’

‘Oh.’ Oh yes, of course. The ring on the finger, the skull at the feast. The inevitable skull. One can no more avoid the Gnaeuses of this world than one can expect a Suburan cookhouse not to have cockroaches in the kitchen. ‘Tell me about Gnaeus.’

‘He’s a darling,’ Silia said, flicking the lashes to dry them and inspecting the effect in the mirror. ‘You’d like him.’

‘No doubt. But mutual compatibility wasn’t exactly what I had in mind.’

She laughed. ‘Titus, dear, don’t look so worried. We have an arrangement. Besides, he’s into boys at the moment. Or rather one boy in particular. A pretty little thing called Theorus.’

‘Oh, that Gnaeus!’ I had the man placed now: Gnaeus Arruntius, a paunchy middle-aged roué who’d been one of Caligula’s set. Not a bad sort, although badly gone to seed since he’d helped the conspirators ventilate the godling’s belly nine years previously and given us all over to idiot Claudius. He had, if I remembered rightly, an appalling taste in hair oil.

‘Indeed.’ Silia held her cheek out for the maid to powder, and the air was suddenly full of the delicious scent of perfumed talc. ‘I really can’t imagine what he sees in Theorus. The child’s a pain, and he’s costing poor Gnaeus a fortune.’

‘So I’ve heard.’ I sipped my wine and savoured its hint of myrtle. ‘But then boys always do, my dear. Even to hire one’s pricey.’

Silia laughed. ‘Oh, I know! It’s an absolute scandal!’ Her freshly made-up eyes sparkled. ‘Speaking of which, Smaractus has some nice little Syrians just in.’

‘Does he, now?’ That was interesting: Smaractus’s was one of the city’s oldest-established houses, with a name for quality. ‘Since when?’

‘They arrived this morning. We could have one later if you’re not too tired.’

‘You promised me a meal.’

‘I don’t think we have much for dessert.’

‘You’d have to hurry, madam. The dinner’s nearly ready.’ Lalage was packing away the cosmetics. ‘It’s sows’ wombs with crackling, spare ribs and trotters.’

‘Ah, well, maybe some other time.’ Silia sighed. ‘The best ones’ll have gone by now anyway.’

To tell the truth, I wasn’t too disappointed. I find Syrians overrated and consequently overpriced. Hiring one, as I would have felt obliged to do if Silia had insisted, would have been a chore rather than a pleasure and spoiled what promised to be a charming evening. Besides, the String of Pearls gives one an appetite. I was looking forward to the sows’ wombs; indeed, at that moment I could have eaten a horse. Served perhaps with a caraway-oregano sauce, with just a touch of lovage to give it depth.

We’d polished off the main course and were tucking in to the nuts and fruit when Silia’s husband walked in. I almost swallowed my wine-cup.

Silia was marvellous. Not an eyelid did she bat.

‘Gnaeus, dear,’ she said with a smile. ‘I thought you had a late meeting.’

‘We broke up early. Blaesus’s gout was playing him up.’ Arruntius stretched out on the third couch. I had been right about the hair oil. The scent put me in mind of perfumed goat-sick. ‘Evening, Petronius. You’ve just dropped by, have you?’

Not trusting my voice, I nodded and buried my face in my wine. Arrangement or not, the situation was acutely embarrassing. I was well and truly caught, and genuinely complacent husbands are rare as Arabian truffles in November.

Silia passed him a plate of cinnamon cakes.

‘Titus and I were just discussing the imperial adoption, darling,’ she said smoothly. A lie, of course, but a plausible one: the whole of Rome was talking about our new princeling. ‘Lucius Domitius is such a nice boy. Or I suppose we should call him Nero Caesar now.’

Arruntius ignored the cakes and selected an apple. His heavy jaws closed on it with an audible crunch. He chewed and spoke between swallows.

‘Nero’s all right. Wet as hell, mind, but a nice enough lad. It’s his mother I can’t stand. Agrippina’s a horror. God knows why Claudius married her. You’d’ve thought the old idiot would’ve learned his lesson.’

We were alone, of course, but I still glanced over my shoulder to make sure no one was listening. Arruntius noticed, and laughed.

‘Come on, Petronius! I’m no traitor, and I’ll say what I like in my own house. The woman’s pure poison. We were better off with Messalina. At least with her we knew where we stood. Or lay, rather. Am I wrong?’

Claudius’s last wife had been executed two years previously for adultery. Her eventual successor Agrippina was presently engaged in devouring the emperor as a female spider devours its mate. Arruntius wasn’t wrong, but all the same he’d spoken a bit too frankly for my taste. I drank my wine and said nothing.

‘Mind, it’s the other kid I feel most sorry for.’ Arruntius was digging between two teeth with a fingernail for a fragment of apple peel. ‘Young Britannicus.’ Britannicus was Messalina’s – and Claudius’s – nine-year-old son. ‘With a stepmother like that the lad’s in trouble. Deep trouble.’

‘You think so?’ I said.

‘I’ll give him two years. Maybe three. Certainly he’ll never put on his adult mantle.’ Arruntius spoke quite dispassionately; we might’ve been talking about the Blues’ chances at the next racetrack meet. ‘A pity. He’s the best of the bunch.’

‘Gnaeus.’ Silia had been listening to all this with perfect equanimity. ‘Do have a cup of wine, dear, and be a little more civilised. I’m sure Titus appreciates politics just as little as I do.’

Arruntius set the apple core down with a smile.

‘All right, darling,’ he said. ‘Perhaps we could talk about Titus himself.’ He turned to me. ‘Just why did you drop by, Petronius?’

Oh, Priapus! The front door was miles away, I wasn’t particularly fast on my feet, and besides I had for the past hour been getting quietly but thoroughly stewed. My brain (and other parts of me) went suddenly numb.

‘I  . . . ah  . . .’

While I stammered incoherently Arruntius leaned over and punched me gently in the ribs.

‘Joke, boy,’ he chuckled.

I subsided in some confusion. Silia was watching with grave amusement.

‘And how is Theorus, darling?’ she said, slitting a pear.

Arruntius settled back on his couch with a grunt.

‘Thriving,’ he said. ‘And getting greedy as hell, the little brat.’

‘Such a shame. But then I’ve always thought he looked a grabber. His eyes are too close together.’

‘Nonsense.’ Arruntius picked up his wine-cup – filled with the last of our post-coital snow-cooled wine – drank and made a face. ‘What is this stuff, Silia? Rats’ piss?’

‘Ariusian, dear. Ten years old. Don’t you like it?’

‘Who bought it?’

‘No one, darling. It was a gift from one of your clients. The man with the ships.’

‘Oh, yes?’ Heaving himself up on his couch, Arruntius bellowed, ‘Philip!’

The head table slave put his head round the door. He looked grey, as well he might: I wasn’t the only one to distrust husband and wife arrangements.

Arruntius handed him the jug. ‘Take this Greek muck away and bring us some decent Setinian. You hear me?’ Philip shot off as if he had been greased. ‘My apologies, Petronius. Bastard clients think they can palm off any old rubbish on a patron these days.’

‘What was your meeting about?’ I asked. The numbness was wearing off and I was feeling more myself again.

Arruntius settled down again and kneaded his belly – like Claudius he was subject to heartburn. ‘Drafting a speech of congratulation to the emperor on the new addition to his family. Just pro forma, but you’ve got to go through the motions.’

‘What’s he like? The boy, I mean.’ I’d only seen Lucius once from the crowd at a public ceremony three years before. He’d been nine then, unassuming and a martyr to spots.

Arruntius belched.

‘A pretty enough lad. Nice in his own way but nervous as hell and wouldn’t say boo to a goose. He’s not a patch on his father.’

‘Hardly a point against the boy, dear,’ Silia sniffed.

‘You think not? At least he had character.’

‘Ahenobarbus was a vicious, arrogant brute.’

‘That’s what I said. He had character.’ Arruntius grinned; a fragment of apple peel clung to his left incisor. ‘A bit of red blood in his veins. The man was a good old-fashioned damn-your-eyes Roman. Nero’s been surrounded by women all his life and it’s made him soft. Not good to be too much tied to the bloody apron strings. What he wants is toughening. A few good bouts in double-weighted armour with an ex-gladiator who won’t take any nonsense, that’s what he needs, and if he doesn’t get them pretty quick he’ll suffer for it later. We all will. You mark my words.’

A remarkably profound observation, you must agree in retrospect – but then Arruntius wasn’t the bluff ingénu he appeared, and he’d mixed enough with the imperial family to know what was what. He was quite right, of course. We did suffer for it, although given Lucius’s background it constantly amazes me that he grew up as sane as he did. Which isn’t saying much, but you know what I mean.

Just then Philip reappeared with the wine, and Arruntius held out his cup.

‘Some Setinian, Petronius?’ he said when the slave had filled it. ‘Come on, boy, your cup’s empty! The evening’s young, you’re beautiful and we may as well make the most of both.’

I credit myself with a fair degree of insouciance, but – as I’m sure you can readily understand – I was finding this cosy domesticity far too wearing on the nerves for comfort. Even if Arruntius’s latter inducement wasn’t wholly serious. I stayed only as long as politeness demanded. Then I made my excuses and left.
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Two days later, Arruntius being in Baiae negotiating for a yacht, I took Silia to the race-meeting given by Claudius in his new son’s honour. We arrived just in time for the start – terribly late, in other words; but Silia being a senator’s wife we were entitled to use the special rows. We settled down with our nuts and dried fruit next to a distinctly camel-like senator and his family, just as the trumpets blared and the imperial party stepped into the box. Claudius, as he always did, looked like he’d been bundled into his mantle and rolled all the way from the palace. Agrippina, on the other hand, was splendid; queenly would perhaps be a better adjective.

‘Just look at that gold embroidery, Titus!’ Silia murmured in awestruck tones. ‘Who does she think she is?’

The senatorial camel, overhearing, looked profoundly shocked. Silia ignored him.

‘The Empress of Rome, darling,’ I said drily. ‘Or hadn’t you heard?’

‘Yes, I know, dear, but really! It is a bit much. She’ll be wanting her own official carriage next.’

I saw what she meant, and I was rather taken aback myself. I am no republican – the god Augustus forbid, as my pious old nanny used to say – but I’m not a royalist either, should such a fabulous animal exist any more in Rome, and all Agrippina lacked of regalia was the crown. Beside her poor old Claudius, even if he was wearing his President of Games mantle, looked downright dowdy.

The cheering started as he stepped forward to the front of the box, his arm tight round the shoulders of a scared-looking youngster. Lucius, of course; the newly adopted son who, technically anyway, was sharing the burden and glory of this morning’s entertainment.

‘Where’s Britannicus?’ I whispered in Silia’s perfumed ear. Claudius’s natural son was conspicuous by his absence.

‘Perhaps he’s ill. The child is asthmatic, after all.’ Silia giggled. ‘Or is it epileptic? I can never quite remember the difference. The thing where you have fits and roll around the floor foaming at the mouth.’

‘That’s poetic inspiration, darling.’

‘Don’t be silly, Titus!’

I glanced up again at the vacant space. ‘Perhaps he wasn’t invited.’

Silia frowned; she saw the implications of the remark. ‘Oh, no! Oh, the poor lamb!’

‘The poor lamb has a stepmother now. And you do know what they say about stepmothers.’

She shivered and looked back towards the box.

‘Agrippina’s certainly terribly pleased with herself. Like a cat that’s just got its claws into someone’s pet sparrow. And isn’t Lucius simply scrumptious? All sort of gauche and innocent and virginal.’

He was certainly a good-looking lad, although I’d have drawn the line at scrumptious: he still had his spots, for one thing. Perhaps Arruntius’s ‘pretty’ described him, although it was an insipid prettiness that personally I found unattractive. He had the red Ahenobarban hair, bright and bristly as copper wire, a prominent brow and deep-set eyes; but on the demerit side his chin was weak, his ears stuck out like the handles of a wine jar, and his whole attitude suggested a continual apology for existing. Not, as Arruntius had said, a patch on his father, who’d been a fine figure of a man before the drink got him. Still, looks aren’t everything, and Lucius was after all the new crown prince. The mob cheered while the Idiot beamed and slavered over him, and his mother looked on fondly in the background.

Claudius handed the boy a white cloth. The cheering swelled to an ear-hurting roar.

‘Oh, how nice!’ Silia said. ‘The emperor’s letting him drop the napkin!’

Lucius raised the white square high above his head and dropped it on to the sand below. The starting gates flew open and the chariots sprang out.

They were running two to a team, with both Reds as favourites– hardly surprising, since Red had swept the board that season, winning three races out of five with the other three colours sharing the remainder. Not that any individual race was a foregone conclusion by any means. In chariot-racing things can change in an instant. A bit of bad luck, an error of judgment, and the whole contest is thrown open; which is what makes it exciting. Not to mention the added spice of a little possible bloodshed.

This time the Reds led from the start. They were two lengths ahead of the field when the first driver cracked a wheel against the turning post. His partner reined in and swerved, missing the crippled chariot but allowing the leading Green to slip past him. From then on it was a two-car race: the second Green was out as well with a broken spoke while Blue and White could have been using plough-oxen for all the speed their drivers could manage. By the sixth lap Red and Green were neck and neck with Blue and White a dozen yards behind, and when they came to the final turn the whole racetrack was on its feet yelling itself hoarse. I was myself, and so was Silia.

Then I became aware that someone, somewhere, was shrieking: a strange, sharp, almost female sound unlike and apart from the deep animal roar of the crowd. I glanced across at the imperial box. Lucius was on his feet and pounding the ivory rail in front of him with his fist. His pasty, scared face was transformed and glowing with an excitement that in an older boy I would have described as sexual.

Suddenly, Silia squealed and gripped my arm, and I looked back at the race. The Red charioteer – a nose in front of the Green and on the outside – had pulled in hard on his rein and was sliding round the post in a scattering of sand, leaving the Green no more than a narrow gap to make his own turn. Red wheel-hub caught Green wheel and the Green chariot swerved with a sickening crunch into the central barrier. Its driver, jerked from the wreckage by the leather reins tied round his waist, smashed head-first against the suddenly bloody marble.

From high up and to my right came a scream – a quick scream like a woman’s, and quickly choked off. I looked back at the imperial box. Lucius was standing frozen, his jaw sagging. Then he suddenly put his hand to his mouth and turned away. As he ducked beneath the rail and disappeared from view I saw the stream of vomit jet from his mouth.

Tut! Not the behaviour of a President of Games, even a twelve-year-old associate president. I wondered if anyone else had noticed the lad losing his breakfast. Not his new father, that was certain: the Idiot’s liking for spilled blood was excelled only by his own timidity, and his whole attention was fixed on the shambles opposite. Not Agrippina either: she was watching as well, quite dispassionately. Only me, so far as I could tell; although of course there could well have been a few hundred others on the terraces. I hoped not, for the boy’s sake and reputation. These accidents happen, and although some people mayn’t find them very pleasant one must take them in one’s stride. And one certainly doesn’t expect the President of Games to be squeamish, however young he is.

Red came in first, of course, romping home with the two Blues trailing by twenty yards. In the interval before the next race slaves removed the mangled corpse and sponged the blood from the marble barrier. I looked towards the box, but Lucius wasn’t there any more.

I told Silia what I’d seen on the way home (we were travelling by litter, side by side, with the curtains open).

Silia thought it was sweet.

‘ Sweet?’ I was, as you can imagine, shocked.

‘Of course it’s sweet, dear,’ she said calmly, plumping her cushions. ‘The poor lamb’s obviously terribly sensitive. Don’t you think that’s sweet?’

This was too much. I don’t often get angry, especially over matters that don’t directly concern me, but I’m afraid I lost my temper a little.

‘Silia,’ I said, ‘I don’t know about you but I haven’t been sick at the sight of blood since I was ten. And at the racetrack, for heaven’s sake!’

Her hands paused. ‘What has that got to do with it?’

‘Don’t be obtuse, darling. If it’d been the midday games there might’ve been some excuse.’ Midday at the games is carnage pure and simple, with unarmed criminals facing armed opponents. ‘At the racetrack it’s ridiculous. The boy’s almost thirteen, two years away from his adult’s mantle. And if he’s going to be the next emperor  . . .’

‘He might not be. Britannicus is Claudius’s son.’

‘Do you honestly think Britannicus’ll succeed, with the Bitch in charge?’ She frowned and said nothing. ‘Well, then. We’ve just seen the future master of the world toss his guts up. How can anyone that weak-stomached hope to be emperor?’

‘I don’t see what being weak-stomached has to do with it, dear. A dislike of bloodshed is quite a laudable characteristic in a ruler. Not to say rare.’

I sighed. ‘Silia, I am most terribly sorry, but that’s nonsense. How can an emperor make life and death decisions if he lets his sentiments rule his judgment? Your husband was right. The boy’s far too soft for his own good. Or for Rome’s.’

‘Well, yes.’ She frowned again. ‘I do see what you mean. But I still think it’s sweet. It’ll make a change to have someone decent in charge of things who doesn’t take pleasure in killing for killing’s sake. Someone who isn’t a misanthrope or barking mad or a suspicious old pedant like the last three emperors we’ve had. Just an ordinary, normal person. Now do stop being silly, Titus. You’re giving me a headache, and we don’t want that this afternoon, do we?’

She said that, Dion! Her actual words, I swear it!

 Just an ordinary, normal person.

Ha!

Ah, well. It’s all part of life’s rich tapestry. You’ve got to laugh, haven’t you, ducks?

Lucius, an ordinary, normal person  . . .

O Jupiter best and greatest! O Isis and Serapis! Oh, my aching ribs!

An ordinary, normal person!

Xanthus, my boy. Fetch over that bowl, if you would, and undo these cords for a moment or so.

A pause, readers, for bleeding. Then perhaps another figpecker, and a little more of that excellent Faustinian.
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Not that Lucius had to wait another two years for his adult mantle, oh no. Crown princes never do, especially those with pushy mothers. He put it on nine months before his fourteenth birthday (the earliest legal date); and while the ten-year-old Britannicus was quietly edged to the sidelines his jug-eared, spotty elder stepbrother was showered with public honours. A lesser woman might’ve been satisfied with that much, but not Agrippina. The poor Idiot was browbeaten into replacing anyone likely to support his real son’s interests with men of her own choice. Most of them were nonentities. One was different.

I first met Afranius Burrus, the new Commander of the Praetorians, at a party to celebrate my cousin Turpilianus’s appointment as City Judge. A staid affair, and not my style at all: darling Turpy wouldn’t be seen dead at a decent party, let alone at a far more enjoyable indecent one, and a thoroughgoing orgy is simply wasted on the man. He wouldn’t even let me bring Silia because, and I quote his very words, ‘Your relationship with the lady, Titus, isn’t altogether honourable.’

Oh, Serapis! I especially liked the altogether, and so did Silia when she heard. Turpilianus, as you may have guessed, is a prig, or possibly a prick, of the first water. You can choose between the terms yourself, if you like, but I know which I prefer. Burrus on the other hand was straight as a builder’s rule  . . .

Oh dear, oh dear! Coming from me that does sound so terribly disapproving, but it’s most emphatically not meant to be. I’ve always had a high regard for people who practise virtue rather than preach it, and Burrus was one of them. I liked him from the start, which was more than I can say for Lucius’s other mentor Seneca, who was a preacher if I ever met one. If anyone could have hauled Lucius by his silly jug ears on to the straight and narrow it was Burrus. It was a sad pity he died.

We were couch-mates at the party. I discovered early on in the evening that he collected old Greek pottery, and we had a most enjoyable argument that kept just on the right side of acrimony: he liked Corinthian ware, I find it gaudy. Neither of us was prepared to give an inch and we both enjoyed ourselves immensely. That broke the ice, although Burrus could talk intelligently to anyone and on most subjects; a skill unique in my experience among professional soldiers, even those who come late to the profession as he did.

To keep the conversation going I asked him how he was getting on with his young pupil.

‘It’s too early to say.’ Burrus spread his large hands and shrugged. ‘But I’d be better pleased if the empress’d keep her nose out of the boy’s business.’

‘Really?’ I was surprised, not at the sentiment (everybody by that time was gut-sick of Agrippina) but at the fact that Burrus had expressed a critical view to a comparative stranger. It was my first experience of the man’s refreshing bluntness. Also of his good sense.

‘Really. He’s a fine lad with a lot of promise,’ (where had I heard that one before?) ‘but he’s no will of his own and he’s soft as a girl.’

The slaves were serving dessert. I had ours serve me some cold stewed quinces (God knows where Turpilianus had got them from or what they cost, but they were excellent) while I told Burrus the racetrack story. He nodded.

‘I wasn’t there myself that day but I’ll believe you. That’s young Nero all over. Too nice for his own good, and can’t leave go of the tit.’ He frowned, perhaps remembering belatedly the need for tact. ‘No offence to the empress, of course.’

‘Of course not,’ I said. ‘Perish the thought. A truly remarkable woman and a most caring mother.’

‘A paragon.’ He matched me dryness for dryness. ‘All the same the best thing she can do now is step back and let us get on with the job. Then we might knock some of those fancy ideas out of the lad’s head before they get a proper grip. Start to make a man of him.’

I scented a piece of juicy gossip.

‘Fancy ideas?’

‘His obsession with chariot-driving, for one. Oh, I know. Every lad worth his salt since Romulus has wanted to be a charioteer. I wanted it myself. But by eight or nine years old any normal boy’s grown out of it. Nero’s almost fourteen, and he’s still obsessed, he even plays with toy chariots in his room. It isn’t natural.’ He stirred the quinces round with his spoon. ‘Besides, it’s not respectable.’

There spoke the true antique Roman. I helped myself to a handful of dates rolled in honey and poppy seeds from a passing tray.

‘His father liked chariots too. Perhaps they’re in the blood.’

Burrus’s frown deepened. ‘Yes, well, the son keeps it in proportion, thank Jupiter. So far, at least.’ Ahenobarbus’s driving had been notorious. On one occasion he had intentionally ridden down a child on the Appian Way. ‘But then there’s this Greek business, and that’s worse.’

I pricked up my ears. ‘Greek business?’

We were interrupted, infuriatingly, by the wine slave, a most unprepossessing Gaul with bare legs like hairy tree-trunks. I had him fill our cups to the brim. City Judge or not, Turpy was stingy as hell, and although he served good wine it was well watered and sparse as desert dew. (They say he served beer to his guests when he governed Britain a dozen or so years later. I can believe it. He and Britain were made for each other.)

When the cups were full Burrus waved the man away.

‘Don’t mistake me, Petronius,’ he said. ‘I’ve got every respect for the Greeks. We owe them for every scrap of culture we’ve got. But when all’s said and done it’s us Romans who’ll civilise the world. The Greeks’re past their prime. Decadent. Men like you and me, we take them or leave them, and with a pinch of salt. We don’t think they’re the gods’ only gift to humanity.’

That was another thing I liked about Burrus. He automatically credited one with his own standards. I took my inclusion as the compliment he meant it to be.

‘And Nero does?’ I said.

‘Nero does. Speaks the language like a native. Even thinks like them, from what I can see. But that’s not the half of it.’ He glared into his wine-cup and added quietly: ‘The boy sings.’

Oh, Serapis! This was gossip and to spare! In my surprise and delight I almost swallowed a date-stone. A singing crown prince was something new in the world.

Seeing my expression (and misinterpreting it completely) Burrus gave a sour nod.

‘That’s right. Appalling, isn’t it? Sings and plays the lyre. Composes poetry. Writes playlets. You name it, he does it, everything bar press flowers. A proper little Greekling. He turns my stomach at times, and I’m not ashamed to admit it.’

‘But this is serious!’ I was trying desperately not to laugh; it would’ve offended him terribly.

‘Of course it is.’ Burrus took a swallow of wine. ‘Maybe I’m misjudging the boy, but it’s worrying all the same. I’ve had him out on the exercise ground with a training sword and he’s got no more idea of fighting than flying. No fire, no aggression, nothing. He’s like a pudding. You see what I mean about fancy ideas? They’re all right in a dilettante like you, Petronius, no offence meant  . . .’
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