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THE CAST


Neighbours and Family






	Flavia Albia

	ready for anything, expecting





	

	nothing good





	Marcus Didius Falco &
      Helena Justina

	her mother and father, typical
    parents





	Julia and Favonia

	her younger sisters, normal girls





	Postumus

	their little brother, a very strange





	

	boy





	Ferret

	looking for trouble





	Junillus

	a cousin, deaf but far from dumb





	The late Lentullus

	a good man who died young





	Rodan

	a bad gladiator who won’t die





	Prisca

	a bathhouse proprietor





	Serena

	her small strong masseuse





	Chloe and Zoe

	big strong gladiating girls





	The Mythembal family

	local cover for Albia





	Robigo

	an urban fox





	Titus Morellus

	a vigiles investigator, useless but





	

	useful





	Cassius Scaurus

	his superior, an inferior tribune 





	Felix

	Falco’s driver, a decoy





	Kicker

	his mule, a good mover





	Piddle, Diddle and Willikins

	three hens involved in law evasion









 


The Dead and their Mourners






	Lucius Bassus

	deceased aged three, a tragedy





	Salvidia

	deceased, the client who never





	

	pays





	Metellus Nepos

	a misguided client, who does pay





	Celendina

	an elderly victim who said too





	

	 much





	Kylo

	her son, who remembers nothing





	Lupus

	deceased, aged 15, another





	

	 tragedy





	Lupus’ father and brothers

	who saw nothing fishy





	Julius Viator

	aged 23, fit, boring and deceased





	Cassiana Clara

	his forlorn widow, hiding





	

	something





	Laia Gratiana

	in the Ceres cult, a woman with a





	

	past





	Venusia

	her maid, saying nothing





	Marcia Balbilla

	a rival cult initiate, a woman of





	

	 surprises





	Ino

	her maid, deceased, a touching





	

	memory





	A funeral director

	doing well out of all this









 


Other Interested Parties






	The Goddess Ceres

	bringer of plenty (of trouble)





	Andronicus

	an archivist, a curiously attractive





	

	prospect





	Tiberius

	an undercover agent, with





	

	questions to answer





	Manlius Faustus

	a plebeian aedile, an unknown





	

	quantity











ROME, the Aventine Hill:
March–April AD 89
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Lucius Bassus was three years old when his mother took her eyes off him and he ran out of the house to play. They lived on the Clivus Publicius, a steep road on the Aventine Hill, where he was knocked down by a builder’s cart. The cart, which escaped its driver’s control as it sped down the slope, was owned by Metellus and Nepos, an outfit that worked from a yard on the hill. Nobody talked about Nepos; at first I thought he might be an invention for some tax fiddle.


This business was no more shady than most in Imperial Rome. It carried out refurbishments for bar owners who wanted to move up from blatantly sleazy to a pretence of hygiene. The custom was that the Metellus crew would tender for a full deep-clean and fancy renovation, promising to complete in eight weeks max. In practice, every project took two years and they skimped on the fittings. They would re-grout the marble counters, put in a new doorstep, provide a mis-spelt signboard and charge the earth for it. By then their clients, unable to operate in the permanent dustcloud, had lost their custom and were going under. It amazed me that other bar owners saw what happened yet still used the firm, but they did. Over the years Metellus and Nepos had done very nicely out of Roman rotgut-sellers innocently trusting them. But killing a child, in the close-knit Aventine community where we had some standards, just might be commercially stupid. 


Lucius died at once from his injuries. He never stood a chance. He expired on the kerb. Inevitably, at that very moment his distraught mother came out of the house. It helped fuel local outrage.


The ramshackle cart had been overloaded. The draught oxen were both past their best. Their driver was blind drunk, no question. He denied that on principle, the principle being that Salvidia, the vinegary widow who had inherited the shopfitting business from the husband she had driven to his grave, would not pay his wages if he told the truth. There were witnesses, a large group of whom gathered in the Clivus and took an interest, but they all disappeared when a busybody produced a note tablet and started collecting names.


Once the funeral with its pathetic tiny coffin had been held, well-meaning neighbours started to suggest that the family were entitled to payment for their terrible loss. Everyone agreed they should immediately hire an informer to look into the legal aspects. If being hit on the head by a falling flower tub could be worth cash to the victim, what price a child’s life under civil law? Someone (it was rumoured to be the note tablet busybody I mentioned) even wrote up on a wall a plea for concerned citizens who had been present at the accident to come forward. It must have appeared before the first of April, because I saw it that day, the Kalends. The poster sounded official. While not actually offering payment, it implied possible advantage. As a professional, I read it with interest. I found it subtly done.


By then, I had become involved. Any investigator who was favoured by Fortune would be taken on by the heartbroken mother to negotiate compensation. This was a public-spirited task, where a reputable person could maintain a clear conscience: you look into the facts, you put those facts to the guilty party succinctly, you say, ‘I am a top informer, this is meat and drink to me; a toddler is dead and a jury will be weeping into their togas, but nobody wants this to go to court, do we?’ The guilty cough up, and you cream off your percentage.


Not me. Fortune never favoured me and the problem with being a woman was that sometimes I could only obtain business that all the male informers had sniffed and refused. This was one of those months. I was hired by Salvidia. The owner of Metellus and Nepos wanted me to help her beat off the mother’s claim. Typical.


From what I have already said about this construction group, you will guess my employment was on a ‘no win, no fee’ basis. Indeed, I was starting to feel its basis might amount to ‘win, but even then the bastards never pay up’ – like so much of my work, unfortunately. After a week, I was ready to abandon the miserable project, but I had already put in quite a few hours and, besides, I never like to be defeated. The poster asking for witnesses suggested someone else felt the same way.


The wall graffiti included an address where people could make statements, so as my enquiries were stuck, I went along to see if any had done so. My line would be that as I was assisting a party in the dispute, I had the right to ask. As a female I had no rights at all in matters of law, but why let that stop me? Either way, I was hoping to plea-bargain. Anything to have this finished fast, so I could drop the case.


The address was the Temple of Ceres. It was close to my home and office, though on a far grander street than the blind alley I lived in. Anywhere would be finer than that. Fountain Court holds no attractions for the founders of fine religious buildings.


Arranging assignations at temples is common in Rome. For strangers it is neutral ground. For instance, married men find the steps of temples convenient for picking up prostitutes. The grander the temple, the lousier its hangers-on. Inured to the seamy side of our city, the public pass by without noticing. Suggesting a meet at a temple was, I presumed, simply for convenience. Thinking little of it, I went along on spec.


Only when I asked for the contact on the wall notice did I learn he was a big prawn in a purple-edged toga who belonged to an ancient order of magistrates. The Temple of Ceres was their headquarters and archive depository.


I reconsidered. Then I went home and made alterations to my appearance. I was visiting the office of men of great consequence in Rome: men of wealth and power. I did not suppose ‘Manlius Faustus’ had chalked up graffiti on the Clivus Publicius in person, but some minion certainly did it in his name. That minion must have felt confident Faustus would enjoy throwing his weight about. By definition this magistrate was one of those menaces who drive traders wild checking market weights. I had been trained by my father to avoid such types, though in fact those over-promoted snoots don’t tangle with me. I have contacts, but no one that important.


Still, it always pays to respect the opposition. So I changed into a full-length tunic in a neutral shade, not white, not quite unbleached linen, but neat, tidy and unthreatening. It did have an embroidered neckline that suggested money, which in turn hints at a woman with influential men behind her, one who should not be too quickly or too rudely dismissed.


My earrings were plain gold rosettes. I added a row of bangles, to give me confidence. Hair pinned up. Three dabs of a discreet perfume. A large stole: the demure, respectable widow look. I really am a widow, so that part was right.


Mother had taught me how to pose as a meek matron. It was ridiculous and hypocritical, but the act now came as second nature and I could manage it without laughing.


So, feeling convinced that I was as good as them and could handle these bastards, I set off for my first encounter with the plebeian aediles.
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The Temple of Ceres was so local to me that I normally ignored it. It sat on the northern slope of the Aventine, a short walk halfway uphill from the starting-gates end of the Circus Maximus. A chunky edifice, it was designed in the remote past and looked more Greek than Roman in an archaic way; the heavy grey columns surrounding it had thick bases and curious capitols that, if you care to know such stuff, were neither Ionic nor Doric. I believe the word is ‘transitional’. I don’t suppose the distinction bothered many people; most probably never looked up high enough to notice. But I had spent my childhood a thousand miles from Rome, in a backwoods town that had been laid waste in a revolt and still lacked interesting architecture; when an effort has been made to build something unusual, I pay polite attention.


The truth is, after I was brought to Rome by the family who adopted me, I had to learn fast about the people and the place; as a result I often know more about the myths and monuments than most of the city’s natives. I was about fifteen then, and curious about the world. Education was made available. While being taught to read and write, I devoured facts. Sometimes now it helped in my work. More often, it just made me marvel at the weird history and attitudes of these Romans, who believed themselves masters of the civilised world.


At least they had a history. They knew their origins, which was more than I could say.


The temple was home to a Triad: three gods, bunking up together, all holy and cosy amid the incense and deposited must cakes. In addition to Ceres the Earth Mother, a well-built dame bearing sheaves of corn who was one of the twelve grand Olympian deities, it also housed Liber and Libera, two lesser gods that I bet you’ve never heard of, Ceres’ children, I think. This triple cult was rooted in fertility rites − well may you groan!


Needless to say, an organised body of religious-minded women fussed about the temple. No serious shrine can fail to have such busybodies importantly organising themselves into a sniffy coven; it’s one way local matrons can get out of the house once a week. My grandmother loved it – a bunch of upper-crust women dabbling in neighbourhood benevolence, heads down over gossip, then having wine together afterwards without their husbands daring to disapprove. My senatorial grandmama was a wonderful woman, only surpassed by her plebeian counterpart, whose domestic rule was legendary all over the Aventine. If I mentioned her at the stall where she used to buy roots for her broth cauldron, the greengrocer still mimed running for the hills.


A temple cult can be a good argument against letting women control things. Although Ceres was bringer of plenty, especially favouring commoners, I found that her devotees included a scrawny bird who had been spoiled from birth and thought herself very superior. Forget liberality. The public slaves who swept the steps and acted as security directed me to her because I was a woman, for which I would not thank them. Possibly they could see I was a different type entirely and they were hoping for a laugh.


Sisterhood did not feature at our meeting.


The supercilious sanctum queen was called Laia Gratiana. The public slave had told me that; she would not introduce herself, in case I dirtied her name by using it. She was fair and I am dark; that was only the start of the distance between us. I told myself she was older than me, though in fact she may not have been. She behaved like a domineering old matriarch with five generations of cowed family who all feared she might alter her will if they as much as sneezed. Her garments were rich cloth, elegantly draped with many folds, though in a revolting puce colour that some sly dyer must have been delighted to offload on an idiot. When she swept up, intent on facing me down, I felt my hackles rise by instinct. I saw she felt the same − in my view, with much less reason.


‘What do you want?’


‘I am looking for Manlius Faustus.’


‘He won’t see you.’


‘Suppose I ask him that myself. I am responding to a public notice he put up.’


When I stood my ground, it unsettled her. Grudgingly, she deigned to mention that the aediles worked from an office in a side street alongside the temple. I guess she only told me because I could have found out easily from anyone.


We parted on poor terms. If I had known then that Gratiana and I were to have history, I would have felt even more sour.


My two romantic little sisters believed that being so carefully dressed up as I was that afternoon guaranteed that you would meet the love of your life. Not today, apparently. My first encounter was certainly dire; while I sized up a nondescript building that must be the aediles’ headquarters, a male menace barged out into the street and crashed into me. He snorted with irritation. It was his fault, absolutely. He was too busy hunching up to make himself look like a nobody, an effect he achieved without trying. The shifty blaggard was all hemp tunics and chin stubble. Absolutely not my type. Sorry, hopeful sisters!


‘Oh, don’t bother to apologise! − Is this the aediles’ office?’ He refused to answer, skulking off head down. Rubbing my bruised arm, I sent a soldier’s gesture after him, though I fear it was wasted.


As I tripped inside the building, I replaced a scowl with my bright-eyed charming face, to impress any occupants. There was no one in sight.


Small rooms led off a dark little entrance hall. Beyond it was a meagre courtyard with a miniature fountain in the form of a shell. It produced a trickle of water that glugged in pathetic hiccups, then leaked into a trail of green slime down the outside of the collection bowl. Mosquitoes clustered hopefully.


I stood still for a moment, listening. I didn’t knock or clear my throat. My father was a private informer too, and according to some (him, for example), he was the best in Rome. I was trained to take my chance, to open doors, to look around.


You always dream of finding an unattended diary that reveals an eye-watering love affair – not that I ever had. Everyone was too careful now. Under our latest emperor, when people committed adultery – as they did like rabbits, because he was a despot and they needed cheering up – they did not write down details. Domitian saw it as his sacred role to punish scandalous behaviour. His agents were always looking for evidence.


Repression had spread to the aediles. Encouraged by our austere and humourless ruler, the market monitors were extra conscientious these days. They were cracking down on docket-diddling, fraudulent weights and pavement-encroachment, though their most lucrative target was prostitution. Here in their lair, I saw massive armoured chests, where all the fines from miserable bar girls could be stored. Bar girls were fair game for the purity police. Traditionally, whenever a waitress served a customer a drink, he could order a bunk-up as a chaser. That’s if he wanted to catch the crabs or risk having to slip an officer a backhander if the authorities paid that bar a surprise visit, looking for unregistered whores – and inevitably finding them.


Bribes, I presumed, would go straight into the aediles’ belt pouches. Could Manlius Faustus be paid off with a bung, I wondered? How much of his income came from sweeteners?


The building smelled of dust. It was a place of unused reference scrolls and faded wall maps. Old wooden benches inhabited uncomfortable interview rooms in which members of the public, hauled in for questioning, could be made to feel guilty about the kind of rule infringement everyone expects to get away with. One thing startled me: a cage containing leg irons, though currently no prisoners.


Someone had turned up behind me.


‘I see you are admiring our facilities!’ I spun around. The charmer, who was neat and suave, purred appreciation of my physical appearance. He pretended to assume I had come for a guided tour. ‘His eminence has already cleared out the captives today, so I can’t show you any, I’m afraid.’


Some days the sun just comes out and lightens your world. We understood one another immediately. That magic spark.


I gazed at him, a pleasant experience. He was roughly my age, not a real redhead but he had gingery-brown eyes, hair, eyebrows, beard and moustache, even the fine hairs on the backs of his hands and his arms – the complete matching set. Background? – hard to say, though his accent was cultured. If he worked in a public office he was almost certainly a freedman, probably first-generation. I don’t despise ex-slaves. I could be one myself; I shall never even know.


‘The used gruel bowl looks recent.’ I nudged it with my toe. The toe had been pedicured; my sandal was new. I often wore shoes more suitable for a lame old lady, laced from front to ankle, in case I had to do a route march; on this visit I had treated myself to more feminine footwear. The soles would make a mark if I kicked someone, but the uppers consisted of just two thin gold straps on a toe-post. If this clerk was anything of a foot fetishist, my high instep would set his pulse racing. ‘I’m glad I am not compelled to steal the keys and set someone free behind your back.’


‘You sound as if you would really do it!’ he murmured admiringly.


‘That’s me.’


The tips of his ears had a little turn forward that gave him character, which I could tell involved personality, humour and intelligence. His slim build suggested a plain life; like me, he had probably known struggle. What I liked most was that he looked as if the sun came out for him too, when he found me in their anteroom. I fell for it happily.


‘Andronicus,’ he introduced himself. ‘I work here as an archivist.’


‘Hundreds of records of market fines?’


‘That would be tedious!’ Andronicus said, although I myself had been neutral. Scrupulously-kept public records can be a windfall in my line of work. I never despise bureaucracy. ‘The plebeian aediles receive decrees from the Senate, which they must deposit for safekeeping next door in the Temple of Ceres. All those records become my responsibility.’ He was exaggerating his own importance, though I did not blame him. ‘I tend them devotedly, even though no one ever asks to consult anything.’


‘But of course if you ever did misfile a scroll or let a mouse nibble one, that would be the only occasion ever that some pompous piece in purple would requisition it.’


‘You know the world!’ Andronicus’ grin was rueful and charming; he was very aware of that. ‘Life has its high spots. Sometimes, the aediles hold a meeting, all four of them – we have two plebeians and two patricians, as I am sure you know. To save them getting ink on themselves, I then have the privilege of being their minutes secretary. I bet you guess that means compiling action notes that none of the spoiled boys will carry out.’


I knew he was playing me, or he thought he was. Even though I was enjoying the moment, I never forgot that men were sneaky. ‘Do you always flirt with visitors?’ I asked him.


‘Only the attractive ones.’ He was respectably dressed; his tunic was clean, not even splattered with ink – yet he managed to give the impression his thoughts were dirty. I liked him enough to share them, though I didn’t show it.


‘Ah don’t expect me to fall for blather, Andronicus. I spend a lot of my time explaining to inane women that plain male treachery is the reason their husbands have vanished. Even though my clients’ husbands are always supposed to be the loveliest of men, none of whom would harm flies, nevertheless, my enquiries tend to show they have uncharacteristically run away with a bar girl. A piece with an ankle-chain, invariably. And by then, five months pregnant.’


‘Ooh,’ the archivist crooned. ‘Are you part of the emperor’s morality campaign? Do you take these absconders to court?’


‘No, I track down loose husbands for abandoned wives who can’t afford to go to law. My clients have to settle for battering the bastards with heavy iron frying pans.’


‘I get the impression you hold the men down while it happens?’


Andronicus was smiling broadly. Why spoil his party? I smiled back. ‘That’s my de luxe service . . . You mentioned your superior,’ I hinted broadly, dragging us back to the point of my visit. ‘I think it’s him I need to see. Is the notable who calls himself Manlius Faustus available? Or are you going to spin me the old line – “sorry, you just missed him”?’


He gave me a wry gleam. ‘Faustus is, genuinely, out. I hardly dare say this, but he did leave the building just before you came.’


‘Not that lout who nearly knocked me over on the step?’


I thought something flickered in the archivist’s gaze but he answered calmly, ‘Oh that would have been our runner.’ He paused, then added, ‘Tiberius. Did you speak to him?’


‘No.’ Why would I? ‘He was a grim bastard. And what’s Faustus like?’


‘Couldn’t possibly comment. He is much too aware that I owe him this job.’


‘Not on good terms?’ I guessed.


‘Let’s say, if you think our runner is dour, you will not like Faustus.’


Andronicus seemed keen to move on the conversation. He asked what brought me, so I explained about the accident in the Clivus Publicius and that notice calling for witnesses with Faustus’ name on it.


‘Sounds like him,’ Andronicus commented. ‘He’s quite a meddler.’


‘Well, I suppose it is his job . . . Have any witnesses shown up in response?’


‘Only you.’


I smiled with the complicity we had developed between us so nicely. ‘I wouldn’t have come if I hadn’t been stuck . . . Are you going to mention me to Faustus?’


‘Why? You haven’t told me anything.’ Andronicus gave me his own conspiratorial grin. I did like dealing with this man. He came so much cheaper than the clerks I usually had to badger or bribe.


‘I want to ask a cheeky favour. If anyone does bring in a story, could you possibly let me know?’


‘Love to.’ Showing how keen he was, Andronicus then asked, ‘So where do I contact you?’


I always considered this carefully. People can find my office; I could not work otherwise. But there was a difference between clients who were too preoccupied with whatever trouble they were already in to cause any other trouble, and chancers who might have tricky personal motives in coming after me.


Andronicus worked for a magistrate. That guaranteed he was reliable, surely? I told him where I lived.


Anyway, I had Rodan. ‘It’s a climb and not easy to find. But my doorman brings up visitors. Rodan will show you.’


‘Sounds exclusive!’


I snorted. ‘That’s right. Fountain Court is the most exclusive slum on the Aventine.’ And he had not yet seen Rodan. I wouldn’t spoil the surprise.


‘Best you can do?’


‘I am only a poor widow.’ Never imply you have money.


‘Oh is that so?’ scoffed Andronicus. He sized up my outfit pointedly. I like a man who sees through banter. Indeed, I like a man who notices that you have dressed nicely to meet him. Still, he had not gained the full measure of me. Not yet. ‘And what is your name when I ask for you?’


‘Flavia Albia. Just ask for Albia. Everyone knows me.’ A lot of people did, though ‘everyone’ was pushing it. This was another ploy for protection that I had learned; it gave the impression there might be many people looking out for me.


I said I had to be going. He said he had enjoyed meeting me. More people were now arriving for official reasons, so I saw myself out, which seemed to be procedure in that office. In mine, I like to be quite sure visitors have left, but Andronicus did not need such precautions.


So, no aedile. That had been a wasted trip, like so many others. I was used to it. In the street I paused, turning up my face to the Roman sky. Heard the hubbub surrounding me on the Aventine and also coming from far away all over the city. Smelt hot oil on lunchtime griddles. Felt the oppression of the Temple of Ceres, gloomily shadowing the street.


Mentally I apologised to my romantic little sisters. Despite my smart get-up I would not be meeting the love of my life this afternoon. Nevertheless I had just had an extremely pleasant experience. That was an improvement on normal.


In any case, I had met the love of my life already, met him long, long ago. You will not be surprised, any more than I was at the wise age of seventeen, that the man toyed with me, then dropped me when he feared it might be serious. The pain had not lasted; I soon met and married Farm Boy, and if people thought that was love on the rebound, they understood nothing about me. There was nothing fake in my affection for him.


He was still around. Not Farm Boy; Farm Boy died. The other one. For family reasons I saw him at social gatherings and sometimes I even worked with him. These days, our past seemed to bother him far more than me.


There had been one result from visiting the aediles’ office. If the rapport I had built with the archivist today ever came to anything, that would be fun.


Something would happen with Andronicus. Hades, I was an informer. I could tell that. 




3


The surly man they called Tiberius was standing at a bar counter further up the main street. Most people would have passed without remembering the aediles’ runner, but my job needs good observation. I walked by quietly on the other side of the street, making no eye-contact. I bet he did not notice me.


Whatever kind of running the aediles employed him to do must make few demands. He had a beaker and the bar’s draughtboard in front of him; he looked set there for the afternoon. I was tempted to march up and exclaim, ‘Three radishes says I can thrash you!’ I knew I could. Farm Boy, my late husband, had taught me draughts, sweetly allowing me to beat him on a regular basis. He never cared who won; he just liked us to play. He liked most things we did together and, as the uncle of mine he worked for used to say, he had a heart as big as Parthia.


I was at a loose end myself now, but a presentable woman of twenty-eight may not take herself to bars alone, apart from the speedy-breakfast kind where you can have a pastry and a hot drink before most members of the public are up. Even then, you have to look as if you keep a salad stall; riding in on a donkey at dawn from a market garden way out on the Campagna gives even a woman a legitimate cause for sustenance. Otherwise, it is obvious to everyone you must be touting for paid sex. The men with randy propositions are bad enough; the furious grannies hurling curses at you soon become unbearable. Roman grannies really know how to hustle a flighty bit off their street by giving her the evil eye. The worst of them do it to everyone, just in case they miss one.


Considering unpleasant old dames led naturally to thoughts of my client.


I had to grit my teeth to make me visit her, but in my career of nearly twelve years as a solo informer, that had been my feeling about many people who employed me. It’s not a job where you meet the cream of society. Indeed, if you want to see the worst manners, filthiest motives and saddest ethics, this is the profession. Informers deal in hopelessness at every level.


Salvidia, as I mentioned before, had inherited the construction firm when her husband died. Nobody had much to say about him, but I sensed that originally he had been typical of a builder with his own business: sometimes hard-working but more often lazy, and always a poor manager with money troubles. Salvidia soon toughened him up. She stormed in and buffed the firm into an extortion machine until Metellus and Nepos became the high-quality renovation shysters they were now. Nepos vanished, probably squeezed out deliberately, while her husband Metellus expired after a few years in the face of Salvidia’s driving efficiency.


Salvidia was running the firm at a huge profit, but you would not know it from the untidy builder’s yard they still used and the cramped living quarters she maintained alongside. They had always operated out of premises on the Vicus Loreti Minoris, Lesser Laurel Street. Like most of the roads that passed among the great cluster of temples on the Aventine, it thought itself superior yet had its bad smells and seedy side. It ran from near the Temple of Ceres, so was in the north-west corner of the hill above the barbers’ quarter and the corn dole building; it climbed slightly towards the once open area where Remus took the auguries in the contest to see who would found a new city, Rome. You know the story. He lost out to his twin brother Romulus, who had all a great leader’s ideal qualities − by which I mean he cheated. Nowadays, the Aventine high tops were completely built up. From most vantage points you could barely see the sky, let alone count enough birds to foretell the rise of a great nation.


Lesser Laurel Street ran into Greater Laurel Street at the crossroads with Box Hill and the Street of the Armilustrium, a long byway that passed close to where I lived. These were some of the earliest roads I learned when I first moved up to live in Fountain Court. They all occupied the part of the hill right above where my parents had their town house on the river embankment. That was downstream of the salt warehouses and the Trigeminal Porticus. When life was hard, I could head for the steps, scamper down the steep escarpment and hide away at home. Often I went just to see them. They were good people.


No need of a refuge today, however: I was fired up, in full professional mode. I had decided it was time to tell Salvidia she could keep her commission. ‘Keep’ was a more polite word than the one in my prepared speech.


I was all the more impolite when my plan was thwarted.


I had gone to the yard first because my client was usually there, making miseries of her workmen’s lives. It was a jumble of planks, sheets of marble (mostly broken), handcarts and old buckets full of set concrete. A pall of dust over everything made it an asthmatic’s graveyard. Two labourers in ripped tunics were squatting on a horizontal column; a chained, skinny guard dog pretended he would bite my leg off if I came within reach. The men seemed too depressed to speak and the hound shrank against a piece of dismantled partition when I glared his way. I refused to give the men the time of day, but I spoke to the dog, who then remembered me and whined hopefully. Last time I had given him the end of a rather poor meatball I regretted buying, but today I had nothing for him. At least it would save him a bellyache.


I picked my way to the office, trying unsuccessfully to keep my sandals clean. A runt who called himself a clerk-of-works was hiding in a cubbyhole amongst mounds of filthy dustsheets. He told me the bad news. There was no chance of me being paid, even for the work I had already done. Salvidia was dead.


Now I was glum. I said, ‘I’ve had clients who go to abnormal lengths to avoid paying, but expiring on me is extreme.’


‘She just came home from market, took to her bed and stopped breathing.’


‘Whatever caused that? She wasn’t old.’


‘Forty-six,’ he groaned. The workman, gnarled by disappointment and a poor diet, was probably forty-five; today he had suddenly become nervous that life might be transient. He probably hadn’t bet on as many dud horses and screwed as many altar boys as he was hoping for.


I cursed in a genteel fashion (‘Oh what a nuisance!’ – approximately), then since he had no more to tell me, I went to the house. Pretending I wanted to pay my respects, I meant to double check. The thought did strike me that Salvidia might not be dead at all, but had arranged for me to be told a yarn in order to get rid of me. I even wondered if she was avoiding all her creditors, intending to shimmy off to a secret retirement villa. Anyone else in Rome who had money passing through their hands would have acquired a second property by a lake, at the coast, or on an island. 


Anyone else in Rome who had money and their own building firm would have lived somewhere better than a run-down hovel on Lesser Laurel Street, with its porch propped up on a scaffold pole and broken roof tiles in teetering piles either side of the doorstep. A neglected oleander in a tub would have convinced a more excitable informer than me that Salvidia died of botanical poisoning, but I stayed calm.


Inside the house there was slightly less dust but it was crammed with almost as many building materials as at the yard next door. In what passed for an atrium, which had no tasteful pool or mosaic, stood quite a lot of garden statues that had clearly been removed from other people’s houses. A maid confirmed her mistress was indeed dead. She had passed away that afternoon. If I wanted, I could see the body.


You might have sidestepped that invitation; not me. It’s true Salvidia was almost a stranger. I had only met her twice and I hadn’t liked her either time. As far as I was concerned, I owed this woman no respect and I might as well cut my losses.


Yet my papa really was the excitable kind of informer I alluded to above; he saw mischief in everything and had a lifelong habit of stumbling into situations where persons died suspiciously. It was one way to earn a few sesterces, by exposing what had happened. There was no reason for me to suppose anything unusual had happened to Salvidia; she was an unfriendly woman who probably expired from her own bile. Even so, I had been taught always to invent an excuse to inspect a corpse. To be invited to view one was a welcome privilege: I was in there like a louse up a tramp’s tunic.
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As I had been told, the woman lay in her bedroom, one of the few places in her house that was furnished normally. Years before, she and Metellus must have invested in a pretty solid marriage bed, though the webbing under the mattress was now sagging too much for my taste. I guessed she had never taken a lover, or they would have constantly rolled into each other awkwardly during moments of rest. Why do people who are surrounded by their own workmen never get them to do repairs?


The room had the usual cupboards and chests. There were no windows, so although it did not smell particularly sour, the lack of fresh air was oppressive.


‘She was just like that when I found her,’ the maid quavered from the doorway. I saw no reason to comment. I was wondering how long I had to stand looking solemn at the bedside before I could leave politely.


Salvidia lay on her back. Her arms were straight by her sides, she looked relaxed; either she died in her sleep or someone had closed her eyelids. With all the life gone, she was a shell, middle-aged in actual years but now sunken like an old woman; certainly a woman who would have claimed she led a hard life.


Salvidia had had a heavy build, the kind of weight that arrives with the menopause. Her hair was wound up in a simple bun, which she probably did herself. She had flabby arms and a lined, sunken face. She wore day clothes, the same kind of bunched tunic I had seen her in, with a girdle cinched tightly as if to hold in her constant anger at everything. Her wedding ring and one other plain ring gripped her fingers; her earrings were dull gold drops which somehow gave the impression she just put the same pair on daily and had done so for the past twenty years. There was no other jewellery on her, and no gem boxes in the room that I could see; no cream or cosmetic pots either. She wasted no cash on self-adornment.


I assumed her heart had suddenly stopped, or something similar. That was how it looked. There was nothing to suggest any kind of interference. Her skin had a few shapeless brown spots you would expect in a woman of her age, that’s all. No bruising. I did notice a short, fine scratch on her left arm, with faint reddening around it, but it was like a graze anyone could pick up brushing clumsily against something. Salvidia had not been an elegant mover.


Even a lifeless body can give off an aura. This woman’s endless agitation was over, yet her corpse signalled permanent disappointment. I felt her unhappy submission to death after a life that was in my terms, and probably her own, mainly wasted. Had she ever known contentment? I doubted it.


Depressed, I left the bedroom. The maid stayed there to watch over her mistress, with more loyalty than I had expected. Staff would forget she had been annoying, it seemed. They would feel normal sadness at her early parting. It should have given me faith in human decency but I felt unsettled. Needing to recover, I made my way to a small outside area beyond the atrium that I had spotted earlier.


With better owners, this space could have been made into a natty little courtyard garden. Salvidia had almost filled it with a huge stone basin of the kind used in public baths, though this was rough and unattractive, not fine-grained alabaster or porphyry. Lolling at an angle, the monster was so unwieldy and heavy-looking I could not imagine how they manoeuvred it in – nor why they bothered. It was stored, no use to anyone, and ruining what could have been a pleasant sitting-out place.


I found a bench, upturned against a low wall. Nobody could have used it for years. With effort, I turned the seat right way up in a tiny patch of sunlight, then perched on it, trying to avoid the mossy parts. I was reflecting thoughtfully in a way that generally means someone is upset – and so I was. I was furious that because of Salvidia’s inconvenient death I had probably lost my payment.


I assumed no one would bother me as I sat brooding there. From the surrounding house came only silence, as if even the maid might have left. I had seen no other staff and wondered if either the mistress had been too mean to have any, or if when she died they took their chance and ran away. Most homes have cooking smells, woofing dogs, distant knocks and footsteps, snatches of indecipherable conversation. This place lay still, seemingly deserted. Not even a pigeon shared my nook. It all gave the impression nothing much had ever gone on here. Even calling it a ‘home’ seemed an exaggeration.


At least it was peaceful. Eventually my annoyance and melancholy settled. Just as I was ready to leave, surprisingly someone turned up. I never heard him coming and he was equally surprised to see me.


The new arrival was in his late thirties, lean build, unremarkable face, clothes decent but not expensive. I could tell he was not, and never had been, a slave. Neither muscle-bound nor dusty, he looked more like a stationer than one of the construction workers. If I really thought Salvidia had had a lover, I might have suspected this was he, but although he had an air of ownership, I doubted that. Instinct again.


The way the man crept up, he could have been a walk-in thief, trying his luck. If so, he would presumably have gone through the atrium to search indoors for items he could quickly pilfer, not come out here and slumped on the little wall between the peristyle columns, looking as low-spirited as me. Perhaps he felt grim for similar reasons. Had he too come from viewing the corpse? Once he noticed me, he made no move to absent himself. Nor, oddly, did he turn me out. He just nodded once, like a stranger sitting down nearby in a public park, then he lost himself in brooding thoughts. So, I stayed and waited to see what would happen. My father would say that kind of curiosity had got him into plenty of trouble. But you have to trust your intuition. (That idea too, as my mother would dryly remark, had often landed dear Papa ankle-deep in donkey-shit.)


Eventually the stranger roused and introduced himself. He was called Metellus Nepos and he was the sole heir and executor. I asked about his name, because I knew ‘Nepos’ was Latin for ‘nephew’.


‘It’s just a name,’ he answered brusquely, like a man who had been asked the same question far too many times. ‘My name!’ Fine.


Romans pride themselves on their wonderful organisation, but when it comes to assigning names to babies, they tend to lack logic. Never try to tell anyone this at a dinner party, especially if they have a stupid name. 


He relaxed enough to explain that the original Metellus who founded the company was his father, while Salvidia had been a second wife, his stepmother. Nepos told me he now had no intention of carrying on the business, but would sell up. He said that with enough bitterness to convince me I was right about the stepmother edging him out. At least he had gone off and done what he had always wanted; he became a cheesemaker. I said that was different. He said not really, if you like cheese.


I do. We had a meeting of minds, though not extravagantly.


He decided to become official. ‘May I ask what you are doing here?’


I had been waiting for this and saw no reason to prevaricate. ‘My name is Flavia Albia. I work as an informer. Salvidia hired me to apply legal pressure against some compensation-seekers.’


‘After a botched job?’ Clearly he knew the family firm. I related the sad story of little Lucius Bassus being run over. Nepos asked what settlement the parents wanted; when I told him he immediately offered, ‘Fair enough. Tell them once I’ve sold up here, I’ll pay them.’


I was amazed. ‘To be honest, my commission was to fend them off!’


‘Despite the drunken driver and overloading?’


‘Metellus Nepos, I don’t like all the jobs I have to do.’


‘The family deserve something. I am overruling Salvidia. I never saw eye to eye with her. And you would have been due something?’


Still bemused by his attitude, I said what I had hoped to charge Salvidia, plus expenses; Nepos agreed to honour that as well. I saw no reason to mention it had been no win, no fee.


I did not suppose this man had turned benevolent in the throes of grief. More likely, he was just lying to get rid of creditors. While they were lulled by his promises, he would grab his inheritance and make off. He had not told me where his dairy farm was. Out of Rome, I could bank on it.


Still, he might be unusually honest. If he wanted to be good-natured as some kind of moral cleansing, it was his own business. I don’t meet a lot of that, but I was open-minded.


Then Metellus Nepos leaned back against a pillar, turned up his face to the tiny patch of sky that was visible above us, and let out the kind of ponderous sigh that was all too familiar to me.


‘That sigh sounds like one of my clients, at an initial consultation,’ I said. He certainly looked troubled. ‘When they half wonder if their intended commission will sound like madness – which it often does, apart from “I think my wife is sleeping with the butcher”. That’s usually true. A sudden effusion of escalopes at the dinner table tends to be the giveaway.’


‘Tell me what work you do,’ urged Nepos. It was not a social question.


I gave him my professional biography. I stressed the mundane side: chasing runaway adolescents for anxious parents, routine hunts for missing birth certificates or army discharge diplomas, or for missing heirs, or missing chickens that naughty neighbours had already cooked up in tarragon . . . I mentioned other aspects of my strangely mixed portfolio. The time I investigated the quack doctor who raped female patients after giving them sleeping draughts. How I sometimes eliminated innocent suspects from vigiles enquiries, when our fair-minded lawmen went for an easy option, regardless of proof. Then there was work I did occasionally for the Camillus brothers, two rising prosecution lawyers who might need a woman’s assistance when they were gathering evidence.


‘Impressed?’


‘You work mainly for women?’


‘I do.’ Female clients trusted me. They shied off male informers, who had a reputation for groping and worse indecency. Besides, many male informers were simply no good. ‘Why do you ask, Nepos?’ I had a glum premonition.


‘Do something for this woman!’ Nepos was short. ‘I shall hire you. I want someone to check my stepmother’s sudden death.’


This was a shock. My guess would have been that he sought an informer because he believed a devious rival had stolen his best cheese recipe. ‘Nepos, if I had not needed the money I wouldn’t have given her a cold, in life.’


‘Help her in death, Albia.’


Startled, I ran through all the reasons I had previously produced for myself as to why Salvidia’s demise was of no interest at all. ‘Just because somebody dies unexpectedly does not mean their death was unnatural. It happens. Happens all the time. Many people die for reasons that are never explained. Ask any funeral director.’


‘No,’ he disagreed. ‘This death is not right.’


‘Why? What’s bothering you?’


Nepos moved restlessly. ‘The old lady was completely tough, she was not even fifty, she was thriving. Her people say she was herself this morning – yet apparently she comes in, dumps her shopping in the hall, and just passes out for no reason. I don’t believe it. That’s impossible. I didn’t get on with her, but I’m not having that.’


‘Nepos, there is no evidence of foul play. Keep the commission.’ I decided he was not the only person in Rome who could make gestures. Besides, I had that terrible sense of gloom that you experience when you think a tiresome case is safely over, then it bobs right back at you. ‘You would be wasting your money, hiring me.’


‘That’s for me to decide,’ replied Metellus Nepos in a grim tone. ‘Either you look into it for me, or I’ll hire someone else.’


So I took the job. If the stepson was set on wasting his newly inherited cash, why should some other informer benefit? I was here in position, so I stepped up obligingly, took on the task and said a polite thank you.


He had to be wrong.


But then, there is always that little niggle that won’t go away. It always gets you. What if his daft suspicions were not daft at all? What if he was right?
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I did not believe I had a case to investigate, but I still looked into the facts. There was a routine; I followed it. Nepos dogged me like a hungry hound so I could not be desultory. Anyway, I really did want my final report to reassure him. Sometimes that is the point − telling your client that they do not need to worry.


Occasionally, when it’s best to protect them from the awkward truth, you have to say that everything is fine even though you have proved their suspicions are well-founded − but I did not expect that to be the result here.


I rechecked the corpse, this time with the stepson standing beside me so I could point out its sad normality to him. He sniffed, unconvinced.


I then spent several hours retracing Salvidia’s movements earlier that day. I interviewed the maid and a few other household staff whom Nepos winkled out of back rooms for me. I ascertained that their mistress had shown no signs of being suicidal. I talked to the workmen at the yard. They said she was definitely full of plans, enjoyable plans to do customers out of money. The maid then escorted me round all the market stalls where Salvidia habitually bought provisions; we identified those where she had been that morning, matching the produce that still lay in her shopping baskets. Nobody in the markets told me anything unusual.


I pondered motive. Suppose Nepos was right. Unnatural death has a cause, which we could not identify here, and it has a perpetrator. If the woman really had been sent on her way deliberately, who would want to do it? The picture that emerged matched my own previous experience of Salvidia; she was an ill-natured character you wouldn’t share a fish supper with yet, after all, she had been a businesswoman so it was never in her interests to fall out with people completely. She ordered her house slaves about, but not unbearably; she rampaged around the yard, but the workers were used to it; she let down customers almost on principle, but they rarely bothered to complain. That was the limit of her aggression. When she dealt with me she had had a testy attitude, but not so bad that I refused her case. I had decided I could work with her. So when I now asked the usual question − did she have any enemies? − the answer was, not particularly. Rome was stuffed with women who were just as unlikeable.


I pointed out to Nepos that the one person who benefited from Salvidia’s death was him: he inherited. We agreed that if he had finished her off in some undetectable way, it would be very stupid of him to draw attention to it. If he had, hiring me could be a smokescreen. But unless someone else had become suspicious of the death, there was no need at all for him to set the wood smouldering.


I made sure we considered the family of the toddler, Lucius Bassus. Salvidia’s drunken driver and overloaded cart had killed the child. Nevertheless, she had brazenly tried to avoid paying compensation. That meant the bereaved parents might harbour real loathing of her. But they stood to gain a large amount of cash soon – because, being realistic, they had an unbeatable claim for negligence which my best efforts would not have thwarted. It was in their interest to keep her alive, so she could pay. Anyway, I went and saw them. They all had alibis.


Reluctantly, Nepos accepted that no misadventure was indicated. He still wanted to bring in a doctor to look at the body; I persuaded him to keep the money and ask an opinion of a funeral director, who had to be hired anyway. They see enough to give the best assessment of what has happened to a dead person.


The undertaker who came seemed competent. He surveyed the body and refused to excite himself. He did take notice of the mark that I myself had noticed on Salvidia’s arm, though like me he thought it was some accidental scrape. He claimed that women were quietly passing away all over Rome for no obvious reason that spring. It might mean some kind of invisible disease was claiming them, but more likely it was just a statistical coincidence. His verdict was that old saying, ‘There’s a lot of it about.’


He took the corpse. I promised Nepos I would go to the funeral. It’s a good time to claim fees, before the heirs disperse.


I finished up much later in the day than I had expected when I set out earlier to visit the aediles. But that is common in the work I do. Dusk was falling and I needed food, so I went to see my family; they would ply me with supper, in a real home full of warmth, light, comfort and lively conversation. It would improve my mood. I could consult about Salvidia too – not that anyone was able to add any useful thoughts, it turned out. We all agreed I had made the only possible enquiries. If that produced nothing, there must be nothing to find.
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When I rolled up back at my own building, it was seriously late. Much of Rome was sleeping. Those awake were sick, making love, committing suicide or burglarising. I would leave them to it.


We had a routine. After dark, moneyed families send home their visiting daughters by carrying chair, with burly slaves and blazing torches. I went along with that. The lurching made me queasy but accepting an escort kept the peace at home. Once the chair reached Fountain Court, we were in my territory and I made the rules. The bearers knew to drop me by the kitchenware potter’s. His lock-up shop was diagonally opposite the entrance to my building and he left a flickery taper to show his display. One night the taper would burn down the premises, cindering his lopsided stacks of grape-drainers and grit-bottomed mortars, but in the meantime it gave one faint point of light. I hopped out and stood in silence, listening and making sure that no prowler was likely to jump me.


At the corner, before they left the alley, the bearers always looked back; if I signalled all clear, they would go on their way. If anything in the street felt wrong, I recalled them. I never took chances. This was Rome. Half the people who are mugged at midnight are attacked on their own doorstep.


You may think the bearers could have seen me all the way indoors. Oh yes − and tell every Aventine villain which doorway was mine? A lone female, finely dressed on this occasion, coming back exhausted and a little tipsy . . . I was ready for bed. I didn’t want to have to stick a carving knife in some thief or rapist.


Own up, Albia: all right, I could have coped with that. I just couldn’t face having to sit until dawn in some cold interview room at the vigiles station house, being driven mad by a barely literate bonehead trying to spell ‘self-defence’. Rufinianus, no doubt. The man was straight, but indisputably a halfwit.


Yes, I had once stabbed an intruder and stupidly reported it.


Yes, after lingering a little, he died.


No, I do not regret it.


The Eagle Building, Fountain Court. Everyone still called it the old laundry, though it had not been a wash house for years and nobody knew what had become of the proprietor. Some would have retired on the profits, but it was rumoured ours had drunk them.


I gazed up at the hulking apartment block, half unoccupied as usual these days, though barely a crack of light showed, even from parts that I knew were lived in. Tenants who had work would be up at first light for their back-breaking labours; skivers and the otherwise destitute could not afford lamp oil. Six storeys of ramshackle misery loomed over me, therefore, like a hideous black fortress where prisoners-of-war were being tortured all night. Maybe it was a trick of the darkness, but the whole lump sometimes seemed to lean over the alley as if on the verge of crumpling. It was the kind of building where solitary people died, then their bodies lay undiscovered for weeks. If someone was not seen for a while, we just assumed they were hiding from an estranged spouse or from the authorities. What was one bad smell among so many?


A typically rancid slum landlord had owned this place for many years, until he was bought out by people with consciences. Well-intentioned plans to renovate had come to nothing, defeated by structural failings that were discovered to go right down into the foundations, such as the foundations were. The new owner employed a builder; the builder summoned an architect; the architect brought an engineer; the engineer said stuff it, keep the fee, because even with danger-money he wouldn’t touch this place.


So far, the Eagle Building was still there, just about holding itself up. If any tenant had a bad cough, they were asked to go and stay with friends in case reverberation dislodged a crucial structural element.


I lived in the building rent-free. My nostalgia-prone father saw this ghastly building as the home of his carefree youth. My unusual mother humoured him. So it was my crazy family who had bought the lease.


Originally, they had benevolent dreams of filling the apartments with deserving tenants who would be grateful; this crackpot idealism foundered when the first layabouts ‘forgot’ to pay their rent and used the stairs as a lavatory. Now the intention was to demolish the teetering wreck, then sell the empty plot to a millionaire senator, duping him with claims it had potential for a private home. It would happen. An ambitious general from the provinces would be bamboozled by smooth talk of how secluded the Aventine was, a little-known refuge from the city bustle, a historic Roman district where this prime land was ripe for development at a reasonable cost, a rarely available opportunity to build a custom-designed town house . . . 


Don’t think we had smoke in our eyes with this plan. We had someone lined up. His name was Trajanus.


Yes, you may have heard of him, and yes, nowadays he does possess a discreet private mansion on the Aventine. My father may look like a barking-mad fantasist, but he comes from a brazen line of hucksters who can sell nuts to people who own their own almond orchards. My grandfather, for example, was a rich auctioneer which − allowing the customary discretion when listing his income for taxation purposes − meant he was as well off as anybody ever needs to be. After he died we all benefited, even me.


Available cash did not help the Eagle Building. Investment would have been wasted on it. A flank wall was shifting and the dirt grew blacker annually. It was no longer safe to use the balcony outside my upstairs office, even though that was the only good feature of the rooms I had there. I ought to move, but lived here because I was used to it. The hideaway at the top had always been an informer’s office, so would-be clients had heard of it and could find it. Once they staggered up six flights of stairs, even the ones who thought they were coming to see my father gave in and settled for me.


Hidden away – much lower down, believe me – I had my own apartment, a refuge most people never knew existed. It was where I had lived for the three happy years of my marriage. I stayed there alone afterwards because although life went on, I never thought that fate would favour me a second time. I stopped there with my memories. This was all I had. Happiness had been and gone.


My husband was killed in an accident. I was already an informer by then, earning my own living as a gesture of independence, even though Grandfather’s legacy had left my family comfortably off. I was only twenty when I was widowed. The family offered me security back at home; I refused the offer gently. I was rooted here. Before I was adopted, my childhood had been harsh. It mattered that during my short marriage I had made a good life for myself. I had lived alone for eight years now, and I coped well enough.


Many people would settle for an easy time. I continued to work because finding solutions to problems had a logical appeal. I could, sometimes, direct other people towards peace of mind. You need goals, when you have already had all your joy and expect destiny to grant nothing further.


I must be more tired than I had realised. It was making me maudlin.


Time to move. I knew how to melt into shadows, and there were plenty of those. Luckily nobody here put out street lanterns, so any prowlers would have to look very hard to see me.


I crossed the road. From experience, I moved cautiously. In Fountain Court at night, I generally found my way by smell. Even with practice, I could end up stepping into something in my gold sandals. Perhaps putting bare toes against something that was still moving, even though it was half dead . . .


The building had a crumbling fire porch, attached to a portico that ran along the street. Inside the porch an iron grille had been added a few years back. I was not surprised to find Rodan had stupidly left it unlocked.


Either side of the vestibule were a couple of rooms that guarded old stone stairs which pretty well held up the block. Little more than cubbyholes, in one room we stored brooms and buckets and in the other my father had installed a porter-cum-bouncer who was supposed to scrutinise visitors while using the brooms and buckets. As usual, someone he felt sorry for had pleaded for work. Rodan. Not one of Father’s best appointments − but he was hopeless at selecting staff and it was by no means his worst.


One dim lamp stood on the floor outside the nook where Rodan was allowed to live. I think it had once been where the laundress hid from angry women whose saffron yellow tunics had been accidentally dyed streaky green; there she swigged from her flagon to keep back the grim reality of life. Even now, occasionally some vague customer turned up and asked Rodan about a sheet they had left for washing five years ago.


‘Not so fast!’


‘Oh bloody hell, Rodan!’ I had been stopped by my own concierge. He popped out of his cubicle and shoved me backwards out of the porch. Pointless to hope he was as efficient as this when strangers came. He was large, but looked sleepy and stupefied. ‘What are you doing up in the middle of the night, you idiot?’


Rodan was an ex-gladiator. He couldn’t frighten a housefly. He must be the oldest ex-gladiator in the world. Normally even those who gain their freedom are so worn out by the arena they don’t survive long in retirement, but if he kept eating his lentils Rodan was going to reach ninety. He did have a hideously broken nose, but he’d got that from a tenant who hit him in the face with a mallet. The truth was he had lasted precisely because he had never sustained any injuries professionally. As a gladiator he was so useless, the trainer he worked for would not put him into fights. For most of his life, Rodan had just ambled about the Aventine, acting as a bodyguard and rent collector. Now he was dwindling into natural senility, too bleary-eyed to see when he was barring the woman who handed over his wages. Father should do it, but he loathed having to deal directly with Rodan.


‘Oh it’s you,’ he muttered. The furious way I kicked his ankle when he tried to shoulder me out of the porch should have told him that. ‘It’s been a right night of it. Some fellow came to see you.’


‘One visitor? You call that a night?’


‘I was having my dinner,’ Rodan complained pathetically. ‘I had to take him all the way up to the office, and then bring him down again. My chitterlings got properly cold but after all that, he wouldn’t even tip me for my trouble.’


‘Who was he, a client? Works late and can’t come in office hours? I can wait in tomorrow for him; I hope you said so. What is he called?’


Rodan sniffed. Not hard enough. He wiped his nose on his arm. ‘He never told me.’


Dear gods. This was why in family tradition Rodan was a creature to despise. How simple is it to enquire, ‘who shall I say visited?’ Especially after several years of me kindly explaining how to do it? He didn’t even have to write down names. Rodan could not write.


A thought struck. Could this be the archivist from the aediles’ office? If so, he was really keen. Almost too keen, a cynic might say. I described Andronicus. ‘Friendly fellow. Bright-eyed and gingery.’ Rodan gave me his vague look. ‘Wore a white tunic with blue braid?’


Sometimes I wondered if he was irritating on purpose. ‘He might have done.’


I said if the man came back, Rodan was to bring him straight up to the office and be nice to him. ‘If I am not there, make a proper appointment.’ I would be there. I would hang around on purpose, in case this was the archivist.


The idiot doorman finally owned up that the visitor had promised to return tomorrow. This made me so cheerful I made no attempt to kick him again as I said goodnight.


Rodan may never have had his brain pulped in the arena, but he was born addled. I was pretty sure he had never noticed my living arrangements. If so, that was good, because he could not reveal them to anybody else.


I lived on the second floor. I had a front door. It was blocked by dusty flower troughs, with the plants dying as though the last tenant had done a moonlit flit. It was feasible to climb over the troughs, but I rarely went in or out that way.


Instead, I walked up only one flight, turning out of the sight of Rodan or anybody else in the entrance. They would hear me go into an apartment that was occupied by a North African family, immigrants from Mauretania. Well, most of the family. The mother lived there, with increasing numbers of little ragged children, who came in a variety of skin colours. None of them could speak a word of our language, which saved me ever having to ask after their father.


They had four rooms, arranged along a corridor, but they only lived in three; using my prerogative as the landlord’s daughter, I myself used the last room. I even kept a couch and other things there. But its main purpose was to give me access out onto a decrepit wooden walkway that had been built as a fire escape. Back when this place was a laundry, the lowest steps descended to a cluttered drying area at ground level; now that was a derelict courtyard with access to both the street and a back lane. Anyone who ever followed me into the Africans’ apartment would find my room empty and assume I had gone out and escaped downstairs.


It may sound as if I was obsessed with fears of being followed home. That was the legacy of the intruder I stabbed. Home invasion leaves permanent damage. You never really recover from it.


Like most Roman tenements, the Eagle Building had minimal safety provisions. Apart from the first level which had been constructed more robustly, the fire-escape stairs to upper floors had rotted and not been replaced. In a fire, everyone upstairs would be trapped. But the old walkway gave me more than my personal flight route. If I popped along it a short distance, an old screen leaned against the wall. Secreted behind it were steep, narrow steps. They led inside, up to my real home.


This haven of mine had always been the best apartment in the block. It was small, just three good rooms, one with a firebox which I used for heating drinks, though I rarely cooked properly because for one thing I had never learned, and anyway I did not want the place to end up full of smoke. I had equipped it over the years with quite fine and comfortable furnishings thanks to my family’s trade in antiques. When I came home after any trying day, it gave me peace, refreshment for the soul and solace. It was my place of happy memories.


I went in, fastened the door behind me, threw off my clothes and fell on the bed to sleep. Very few people would know where I was. Only nightmares would ever trouble me, and that night thankfully there were none.
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Next morning I was upstairs in my office bright and early. My heart felt a small patter of excitement. I did the silly things that fill in time, like emptying the rubbish bucket, tidying the letters you cannot be bothered to answer, and playing dice solitaire.


I heard Rodan and the visitor coming. From several floors down, Rodan was grumbling breathlessly and giving the impression he was likely to pass out. If ever he brought up some undesirable who turned out to need manhandling, I would have to do the heavy work. I would have to expel the troublemaker myself then climb back up and tow the wheezing Rodan down.


Luckily this visitor was friendly. Like everyone, he had failed to pace his climb upstairs so I heard him exclaim with relief as he reached the top level. There he would have passed an ancient collection of empty amphorae, before arriving at the battered door. I whipped it open. My heart bumped at the slim figure and eager expression of the charmer I met yesterday.


Andronicus was still looking at the indicator tile, with its mystic crescent moon. People around here thought I was a Druid. They were stupid, but I let them. Clients admire an exotic background.


‘Andronicus! What a surprise – thanks, Rodan – you can go now . . .’ I shoved Rodan out as fast as possible, while the archivist stood in the doorway and stared around my outer room.


I had made it a very different boudoir from the crude masculine den I inherited. You can do so much with soft furnishings. An informer should not interview people in a bare hole like some bar’s back room where the pimps and gamblers congregate. Well, not unless all your clients are gamblers and pimps. That can happen. Ours is a low trade.


The tiny space was now arranged for cosy discussions. I had my own high-backed chair, a basketwork throne which showed clearly who would be in charge. A couch where agitated clients could slump and pour their hearts out had a colourful spread, with loose cushions they could hug nervously as they told their tales. There was a small round wooden table with an inlaid top, on which refreshments could be served, once we had agreed those important little details about my payment. On a shelf stood carefully chosen pieces of Greek art. Loans from the auction house, these were regularly rotated. Art always implies taste and trust. Art suggests you may have received these lovely things as gifts from previous clients, who had cause to be very grateful. It is much more subtle than nailing up written commendations, which people always imagine are fakes you wrote yourself.


Art, if sufficiently solid, can also be used to thump the heads of any crass men who molest you.


‘How good to see you.’ I took my seat and indicated the couch for him. ‘Somebody called last night when I was unavailable . . .’


‘Not me.’ I thought Andronicus wanted to hide how keen he was. ‘Where were you then?’


He had a slight frown between those wide-set, almost over-intense eyes. I felt too cheerful to worry. It was just conversation anyway. ‘With family.’


‘No lover?’ This man took the direct approach. He gave me a twinkle to show he knew it was an impudent thing to ask.


Long practised, I parried with humour. ‘Oh, the one with the yacht is out of town, detained for customs infringements last I heard, and they reckon he won’t get away with it this time. The actor let me down as well; he was getting all frothed up with a group of rich old widows. He’s given himself a hernia, lifting the contents of their jewel caskets . . .’


‘You read a lot of satirical poetry?’


‘No, I write my own lines.’


I had no lover at the moment. I had had no one for a long time, but a girl should never sound too available. Not on a first tryst. I had my self-respect.


Andronicus abandoned the grilling. Opposite me, he settled in a relaxed pose, one arm along the couch’s backrest. I liked the way he had made himself at home. We assessed one another, both pretending not to. I still found him delightful.


‘Sorry,’ he said, reading my mind. ‘Of course you ask the questions here!’


I kept it light. ‘Indeed I do. I would not want to waste my carefully learned interrogation skills . . . What brings you?’


‘She goes straight to the point!’ He leaned forward earnestly. ‘There has been a development. I wanted to be first to tell you.’


‘You care! I’m thrilled . . . So what’s the news?’


‘Salvidia is dead. Someone from her family − a nephew − came to inform Faustus yesterday evening.’


I chose not to enlighten my new friend that I knew of the woman’s death already, nor did I correct him on the real status of Metellus Nepos. I liked Andronicus, but did not know him well enough − yet − to break my rules. Say nothing that you need not say.


‘That’s shocking, Andronicus. She was hardly old. What happened?’


‘Just reached the end of her thread, apparently. Must be annoying for you to lose a client. That’s why I thought you would like to know – no point wasting any more of your time on her.’


‘Yes, thank you.’ I thought he could not have been present when Nepos and Manlius Faustus were talking. The Nepos I met would undoubtedly have mentioned to a magistrate his nagging doubts about how his stepmother died. I wondered how Faustus had reacted. Tried to put him off?


‘This “nephew” came to the aedile’s house? How did you come to be there?’


‘I live there.’ He had been a slave there, presumably. You can deduce a lot from what family freedmen prefer not to tell you. Some are brazen about their origins; well, slavery is not their fault. Yet I could tell Andronicus was quite sensitive. He was never going to say the words ‘slave’ or ‘freedman’ in connection with himself. ‘It is his uncle’s house; on and off, Faustus has lived with his uncle since boyhood.’


‘He is not married?’


‘Divorced.’


‘A parting for mutual convenience, or was he caught out with a kitchen maid?’


‘There were rumours . . . He left his wife rather quickly, and had to surrender the dowry. I’ve never been able to squeeze out of him anything to explain what happened; there’s a conspiracy of silence in the family.’


‘Read his diary?’


‘Bastard doesn’t write one.’


‘The man’s a disgrace – tell him he has responsibilities to clarify matters for his caring household!’


‘Well, if he strayed from the marriage, he behaves like a sanctimonious prig now,’ Andronicus grumbled.


‘No mistress then?’


‘Never even fingers the girl who makes his bed.’


‘So she thinks he has lovely manners – but she’d rather he tried it, so she would get a big Saturnalia present! And the uncle?’


‘Oh a different mullet entirely. Tullius is a bit too randy in his habits to be tied down to marriage. You know the type − jumps any slave of any age, male or female; has even been known to stand up after the appetisers, leave the room with a serving boy, hump the lad in the anteroom and saunter back for the main course as if nothing has happened, taking up the conversation where he left off . . . Flavia Albia, you do rack the questions up. I am impressed!’


‘Just habit. I apologise.’


‘Oh I don’t care if you want the scandal on Faustus . . .’


‘You haven’t told me any scandal about Faustus,’ I corrected him.


‘No, he’s a cold fish.’


‘If I ever have to meet him, I would like to be primed with some salacious background!’ I had now confirmed that Andronicus really disliked Manlius Faustus. His manner with me generally was so open that I could tell he was being reticent about his poor relationship with the aedile. Of course, that aroused my interest, though I let it pass, temporarily. Andronicus thought me direct, but I could be very patient. ‘So, Andronicus – last night?’


‘Faustus had this visitor – people sometimes bother him on business after dinner.’


‘He is good about it? Doesn’t mind being cornered at home, when he’s relaxing?’


‘I’ve never known him relax! He takes a pious attitude to “duty”. He loves to suffer. And I expect he was curious.’


‘Whereas you didn’t care at all what Salvidia’s nephew wanted?’ I teased.


Andronicus raised his eyebrows so his forehead wrinkled, looking fake-innocent. ‘When Faustus gets up and abandons a nutmeg custard for a mystery caller, I do tend to follow and put my ear to the door.’


‘You need to know what he’s up to?’


‘I like to keep a kindly eye on him.’


In some homes, freedmen take that much interest for dubious reasons, hopeful of causing friction between family members, planning blackmail even. Luckily the good-natured way Andronicus joked about it would have reassured even Faustus.


He suddenly became more serious. ‘I did have an interest, Albia. The fact is, I myself had had a grisly run-in with that awful woman. I can hardly bear to remember it. Salvidia came to see Faustus, but he was out of the office. I had to deal with her. She was furious about the wall poster, the one asking for witnesses to the child’s death. She laid into me something terrible. Left me shaking.’


‘Oh poor you!’


‘As if it was my fault!’ Andronicus still seemed upset. Having met Salvidia, I could imagine why. ‘She was a pest. Her arrogance was simply unacceptable. I thought she was going to attack me physically.’


‘I expect she was afraid there would be consequences after the accident.’ Manlius Faustus could come down heavily on her building firm, to punish them for negligence. Overloading carts and having drunken drivers were areas of interest for aediles. ‘Had you told Faustus about how she confronted you? Was he sympathetic?’


‘According to him, my job is always to be helpful to members of the public.’


‘He doesn’t know much about the public.’


‘Albia, how true! When her nephew arrived to speak to him, Faustus ordered me to sit tight. I wasn’t having that. He went to speak to the visitor; I sneakily followed him.’


‘You thought there was some trouble arising from your altercation? Why would a relative feel he ought to inform a magistrate Salvidia had died, Andronicus?’


‘No idea.’ The archivist shrugged.


‘Maybe,’ I suggested disingenuously, ‘he is prepared to pay the compensation that has been demanded for little Lucius Bassus. So he thinks the poster calling for witnesses should be taken down now? Hush things up? If he means to carry on the construction business, being named as an organisation that has killed a child besmirches its reputation. And if he wants to sell up, he has even more need to hide what happened so he can ask a good price for a going concern.’


‘I can think of another motive for him paying the compensation. He wants to prevent the company being fined for negligence,’ retorted Andronicus.


‘That’s possible.’ Since Nepos was my client, I felt obliged to keep my tone neutral.


‘Oh you have such a trusting nature!’ smiled my companion, unaware that I had simply preferred not to sound too clever. He composed compliments like many men: clichés I found embarrassing. ‘So where does that leave you regarding Salvidia? You can stop working on her case now?’


What a generous friend. He seemed so keen to spare me unnecessary labour. ‘If the compensation is paid, I am redundant. Unluckily for me, Salvidia had tied me to a no win, no fee contract.’


Andronicus cocked his head on one side. ‘Upset?’


‘No. A child was killed. I never liked the case.’


The archivist rose to his feet, looking pleased with my answer. ‘So! Since that vile termagant is out of the way and your work is over,’ he offered, ‘maybe you might come out and have lunch with me?’


I had work. But I knew how to pace it. Suddenly I became the kind of woman who goes out to lunch with a man she only met yesterday.


I let him choose where. Juno be praised he did not go for my aunt’s place, though we did walk past it.


He picked an eatery with an interior courtyard, secluded from street noise and well run, so it was pleasantly busy with a clientele of commercial customers. We had a light lunch, fried fish and salad, water with it. We talked and laughed. He made no moves. I valiantly refrained from making moves on him, though I was tempted. A woman has needs. Mine had not been met for a long time. Too long. I really liked him and was ready for adventure.


Afterwards he went back to the aediles’ office. He had a nice line in looking regretful that he had to leave.


Left alone, I walked to an ancient piazza called the Armilustrium, where I sat for a long time, thinking about life.




8


The Armilustrium was the shared name of a festival and a sanctuary. The place was an old walled enclosure, sacred to Mars, the Roman god of war. From time immemorial, it had been where weapons were ritually purified in March and October, the start and end of the fighting season. After each ceremony there would be a big parade down to the Circus Maximus: all noise and triumphalism. Romans love to make a racket.


Since the enclosure served as a parade ground during the spring and autumn ceremonies, it was kept mainly bare, although there was a shrine at one end, a permanent stone altar in the centre and a couple of benches for the benefit of old ladies. In one corner was alleged to be the ancient tomb of Titus Tatius, a Sabine king who had ruled jointly with Romulus for a period, thousands of years ago. As a foreigner, he had been buried here on what was then the outsiders’ hill; an oak tree shaded his resting place. It must have been renewed. Even oaks don’t last that long.


In between festivals, the Armilustrium often lay deserted. I liked to come into the enclosure and sit out here. It was better than a public park where you were constantly irritated by lovers and rampaging schoolboys, beggars and mad people pretending to be lost as an excuse to engage strangers in conversation. There was hardly any litter here because the populace never wandered about with food in their hands, and nor was there that worrying smell of old dog dirt that tends to waft over even the most formal gardens if people are allowed to exercise their pets.


Don’t misunderstand me. I like dogs. At one terrible time of my young life, I had lived on the streets of the town I was born in, scavenging with the feral dogs; they were kinder to me than most humans. I became as wild as they were. Maybe at heart I still was. If ever I paused quietly to consider my origins and character, the fear of having an unRoman nature unsettled me. It positively scared other people. Men, particularly. Not that I minded upsetting men.


The ideal Roman matron was supposed to be docile, but I had noticed how few of them were. It seemed to me, Roman men had devised their prescriptive regime for their women precisely because the women really held domestic power. We let them think they were in charge. But in many homes they were wrong.


I liked the Armilustrium because even without dog dirt it did harbour a smell, a musky odour near any undergrowth, a rank scent of wildlife that deterred many people: foxes frequented the area. When sitting still and silent I had often seen them. To me, since I had never kept ducks or chickens, foxes were a wilder, more intriguing kind of dog.


The Aventine foxes were currently causing me anxiety. It was April. In the middle of the month would come one of the numerous festivals that cluttered the Roman calendar, this one dedicated to Ceres, the Cerialia. Like the Armilustrium, it always had several days of public events down in the Circus, but with one extra feature that I found loathsome. On the first night, live foxes would be driven down the hill, with lit torches tied to their tails. Whooping celebrants would herd them into the Circus, where they died in agony.


Some years I went away. My family owned a villa on the coast.


This year there was a big auction in which Father was involved, so the others were not going to the sea until later, and they wanted me to stay in Rome too. Ever since I was widowed, it had been understood I would be with them at this time. Our family had almost as many ritual days as the city had festivals, and the Ides of April was a compulsory engagement for me. In an unstated way, they had made it conditional on their allowing me to be independent the rest of the time. The thirteenth day of April, during the Cerialia, was my birthday. On the Ides, I had to be with them.


Oh let’s get this out of the way.


Nobody really knows when I was born, nor who my parents were. No one will ever know. Being an informer now, in a family of investigators, made no difference. I could never find out. Even I had accepted years ago that a search would be a waste of time. I would never go back to Britain. There was nothing for me there. Not even the truth.


I was discovered as a crying baby in the streets of Londinium, that ramshackle shanty town at the mist-covered end of the world. I had been abandoned, or perhaps hidden for safety, when the Boudiccan tribes attacked and burned the Roman settlement. There were few important officials in Britannia in Nero’s day; it was a new, very remote, province. I was unlikely to be an official’s baby or my loss would have been noted. There were soldiers, but soldiers were not supposed to have families and in a rebellious frontier province that rule tended to be enforced. The most likely possibility is that I was a trader’s child, which meant I could be of any nationality, or half and half, with my mother possibly British though just as likely not.


Orphaned babies plucked from horror tend to be hailed as miracles. They give hope at a time of chaos and grief. People fostered me. My childhood was spent among shopkeepers. These slipshod, uneducated people, emigrants from mainland Europe, were decent to me, until caring for an extra infant and feeding an extra mouth became burdensome. I began to sense they had ideas of selling me into one kind of slavery or another, so I ran away. I was a skinny, bitter, unwanted street-child who slept in chilly colonnades, handed as many blows as curses.


Finally, more compassionate people saw me there and saved me. Didius Falco and Helena Justina, my new, cultured, adventurous, warm-hearted and eccentric parents, certainly did not object to a challenge; by then I was undomesticated, vermin-ridden and although we never talked about it afterwards, I had been targeted by a brothel-owner and raped. I was aggressive and angry, too – moods I never really lost. But I also yearned for survival. I recognised a chance. Never stupid, I took it.


I came to Rome. A diploma of Roman citizenship had been arranged for me. I agreed to be formally adopted (my rescuers had principles; they gave me the choice). Birthdays are important in Roman families and I was encouraged to choose a date we could call my own. Since the Boudiccan Rebellion had happened in the autumn, and by then I had survived without a mother, spring seemed a likely time for me to have been born. Father’s birthday was in March; I selected a date three weeks after his, time for us to recover from one family party and arrange the next. I chose the Ides of April before ever I knew anything about the foxes.


They came in from the country, following the great highways, sneaking at dusk up through the roadside ditches along the Via Latina, the Via Appia and the Via Ostiensis. They came to raid rubbish piles and detritus in gutters. They knew the places in the city where poultry was kept in cages, ready for butchers’ shops or market stalls: ducks, hens, pheasants, geese, even occasional exotics like peacocks or flamingos. They ate mice. Occasionally they snatched puppies or kittens, or tame doves; certainly they carried off the corpses of dead pets, and also rats and pigeons. Perhaps sometimes they would scoop a fancy lamprey from a garden pond. They licked fish skins and skeletons; picked through rabbit bones; ran off, weighed down lopsidedly with meat carcasses in their mouths; skulked around butchers’ stalls, licking the blood on the streets; snatched the remains of religious offerings from outdoor altars.


After a night’s foraging, most probably scampered back to their dens on the open Campagna, the agricultural plain surrounding Rome. Others stayed. I knew that because I recognised at least one animal at the Armilustrium. I had seen him a few times; I knew the size and shape of him, and his regular habits. The time of evening when he visited the walled enclosure. How he paused, ears up, to check for safety. How he slipped along in shadow, almost impossible to see unless your eyes were keenly used to the darkness and spotted slight movements. He must have made a lair somewhere. I called him Robigo. It’s the name for wheat rust.


Some nights I slipped out to the Armilustrium with a bowl of scraps and fed him. He had learned that I would come. If I stayed long enough, I might see him. I had learned to look for his ears, pricked up as he crouched on the top of the enclosure wall, waiting and watching until he felt secure. Then he slid down the full height of the wall, tail at full stretch, vanishing into shadow. I had to strain my eyes to find his movements. Keeping close to the wall, he would approach the bowl, with his neat tread and constant hesitation. He sniffed, he ate. The way he took food was surprisingly dainty. He made domestic dogs look like untidy gluttons.


Any slight sound would send him silently melting back into cover. But soon he would creep out again, returning until the whole bowl of food was eaten.


He liked pies, with gravy, or other broths. He thought dry grains were an insult. In many ways his appetite was the same as mine.


Once, a piece of fish I put out for him must have been dangerously rotten. Robigo lifted it out delicately and laid it on the grass a stride away, before returning to the bowl and finishing the other scraps.


He never acknowledged my presence. I knew I was communing with Nature, while Nature remained aloof.


Maybe the fact that I had been nearly burned alive myself in the firestorm that destroyed Londinium made me so angry about the torches and terror that the devotees of Ceres perpetrated on the Aventine foxes. The foxes were like me. Private, ruthless and self-sufficient. Intelligent and untameable, yet capable of strong loyalty. Loners who could socialise, joyously and playfully, but afterwards slip back into being reclusive.


We all lived within the city community, yet surreptitiously. We were never truly part of it.
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Informers have ridiculous rituals. One is that if anyone connected with a case dies, especially if it is your client, you must go to the funeral. Everyone pretends this action symbolises our good nature and fine feelings. Diligent nurses brought us up from the cradle to have elegant manners. We not only sympathise with the bereaved, we ourselves are troubled souls who share their sorrow . . .


The real reason is a myth – nothing more, believe me – the myth that you chance seeing the perpetrator wailing beside the pyre. Sometimes they are indeed present, if only because most murders are committed by a member of the victim’s family. If so, you can give up immediately. The person you are looking for has exactly the same snub nose and bad breath as all of their innocent relatives, and the same gormless expression. If they brazen it out, you will never home in on the guilty and catch them.


The funeral myth presupposes your killer is an idiot, who will be drawn to the scene, yearning to witness the grim results of their crime and daring you to identify her or him. It also implies informers have powers of prophecy and can tell, without using spells or magic talismans, exactly which of the off-putting mourners is really going crazy with guilt.


I have never met any informer who has achieved this feat of recognition. I go, but I never expect results.


Roman funerals comprise two events, over a week apart. Traditionally, informers attend the gloomy outdoor interment, not the jollier feast nine days later. Whoever wrote our rulebook must have been depressing – although, let’s be fair; if you were to wait nine days and enjoy the feast, all the villains would have got their acts straight and any evidence would have vanished; also, anyone who might have paid you to investigate has learned they will inherit an olive grove, so they have lost interest in causing upsets.


The will is supposed to be read on the day of the feast, but anyone who hopes for a legacy has already popped the seal off the scroll by lamplight and peeked. You, the unlucky informer, will be granted no opportunity to spot a suspicious reaction. If anyone is going to froth with rabid rage at an outrageous bequest, it happened several nights ago, in the library, with no witnesses but moths.


Perhaps there is nothing to cause offence in any case. Most wills have been put together by lawyers, and some lawyers can do a decent job of advising a client (I know it hurts to hear that). Besides, people planning for their deaths have a besotted wish to be well thought of, so many wills adopt a shamelessly conciliatory tone. The slave who expected to be riven with disappointment because the horrid master fails to give him his freedom has in fact been freed, with an almost adequate pension and enough money to put up a dear little plaque praising the master’s liberality. The pinched sister tormented by fears of neglect has acquired the villa at Laurentium. The disgruntled wife is praised as the most deserving of women. Business partners are delirious because they will now get their hands on the legendary wine cellar . . .


All these thoughts ran through my head as we said farewell to Salvidia. It was the next evening, out in the necropolis on the Ostia Road. Roman funerals involve a long period of standing about; unless you roll up late, exclaiming that the roads from Tarentum are terrible, you have to wait for hours, from the arrival of the bier until the body burns sufficiently for some sad mourner to scrape up the ashes. Winter is worst, but even in April the wood at this funeral was green and claggy. Although undertakers have covert ways of making fire take hold quickly, it seemed as if Salvidia was reluctant to go.


Metellus Nepos was there of course, carrying out the offices of chief mourner. Most of the mourners appeared to be Salvidia’s home and business workforce, rather than friends or neighbours. It did not surprise me that she had no real social circle. I identified the stepson’s wife, younger than him and about six months pregnant; she stood among a small group of women of a similar age, probably her own friends coming to support her, rather than people showing respect to the dead woman. They talked inanely of their houses and children, until I moved away.


I ended up alongside one of those old ladies who loves going to funerals. She could have been my grandma. A tiny, frail figure wrapped in swathes of black, she had had her mourning garments out of the clothes-chest regularly and knew how to keep a head-veil in place, even on a breezy day. She looked vague, and as sweet as honeycake, but without doubt had a vicious tongue when it suited her. I hoped she would be better value than the young housewives.


‘Nothing like a good funeral to get you out of the house!’ I said, striking up conversation. She looked interested in my frank attitude. ‘I am Flavia Albia; I had business dealings with the deceased. Did you know Salvidia well?’ There was a chance this treasure had not known Salvidia at all, but just hung around the necropolis every day, attaching herself to any procession that came by; she could gloat at having herself outlived the corpse, whoever it was, and I bet she was adept at tagging along when the chosen few went back to the house for refreshments. Nobody ever likes to challenge an old lady. Gran managed to look inside plenty of strangers’ houses that way.


‘Oh I knew her for years. You’re the investigator, aren’t you?’ That told me she did have prior connections, or she would not have known what I did. And as I expected, she took a nosy interest.


‘Neighbour?’ I guessed. I wanted to place her before I gave too much away myself.


She wasn’t having it. She ignored my question with the selective deafness old ladies apply so readily. ‘Such a good son. It’s right that he asked you.’


I gave up on the first question and lightly posed another. ‘So do you think something odd happened?’


‘Ooh, I couldn’t say!’ That’s a trick they like to use. None of them are self-effacing really. She pursed her lips to show there was much she could say, but she clung on to pretending she was too insignificant to comment. ‘Nobody wants my opinion.’


‘I do,’ I challenged her, looking earnest. ‘It doesn’t seem I will be able to do much more than reassure Metellus Nepos, but I’ll try my best. I would welcome the views of someone with your common sense.’


The old dame gave me a half-reproving look, to say she recognised blatant flattery and it would not work on an owl-wise being like her. I grinned, unfazed.


I knew she was assessing me. Trying to decide whether she condemned me as a flighty piece, or could just about concede that I was experienced and capable. Clearly, she did not mind me working. She came from low enough in society to accept that many women had to help their husbands earn a living in the family shop, bakery or forge; she understood how some of us had no male head of family, so must find our own way to avoid prostitution yet to bring in money for rent and food. I guessed I would be categorised with manicurists and hairdressers, women who knew about herbal creams and traditional medicines, freed slaves who were literate enough to read or write letters and documents for other people. And yes, the local abortionist.


I categorised her as a widow of course. Women either die young in childbirth or they tough it out for decades and long survive their husbands.


The undertaker’s musicians broke into a burst of determined fluting and wailing, so we had to stay silent for a while.


Afterwards, the moment was lost. I extracted no more from the old lady, who then had to leave early. As she went, she patted my hand and encouraged me. ‘You do what you can for her, dearie.’ She definitely implied that Salvidia had gone before her time.


As the ancient one departed, someone who must know her remarked that she could not stay because of obligations at home. So she did not, as I had assumed, live alone, but had a close relative she must care for; who, was unclear. I could guess. Either a drooling husband, too demented nowadays to know her, or some great lummock of a son or daughter who had been damaged in the birth canal. A daily burden and a responsibility, for whom the exhausted old body had to stay alive because they would be helpless without her. This half-sighting of a hard life made me melancholy.


With nothing to do but think during another hour or so of chilly pyre-watching, I ended up considering yet again what she obviously believed about Salvidia’s death.


I walked over to the undertaker. His previous contribution when asked for an opinion had just not been good enough; I asked him again about that comment he had made when he came to view the corpse.


‘You said, “There’s a lot of it about”. Did you mean people keeling over, for no reason? I have to admit it has stayed in my mind. Would you mind telling me what made you say that?’


He was a big-bellied pompous type, who was accustomed to patronising bereaved people. He must be a particular trial to defenceless new widows. All the man could come up with for me was that he ‘had a vague feeling’. He still believed it might be nothing more than coincidence.


‘Were these people all women?’ I asked, pushing him.


‘No, all sorts. Just a few more sudden deaths than usual − possibly. I haven’t been counting. Don’t ask me for names.’


‘Any rumours?’ I wondered. The public can be good at picking up illegal activity.


The funeral director gave me a swift glance. He did not look nervous or hunted. He did not brush me aside like a silly young thing. Instead, he appeared to consider my question fairly and to honestly say no, there were not. If he was hushing up a scandal, he was good. I had to believe him.


I was to develop more doubts about Metellus Nepos. In a quiet moment while he waited to do his duty gathering the ashes into a ceramic urn, he approached and thanked me for coming. I took the opportunity to mention that I knew he had visited the aedile. He confirmed that he went to say he was paying compensation for the child’s death, and make it plain that the family were satisfied with what he offered them. He made no mention of the wall poster; Nepos seemed too decent to demand its removal, or even to think of doing so.


Nepos volunteered that he told the magistrate about his suspicions regarding his stepmother’s death. He had discussed hiring me. (I wished my friend the archivist had thought to warn me about this.) ‘I discussed with Faustus all the aspects you had checked so carefully, Albia, and admitted that you found no evidence.’ Nepos seemed concerned that I might be annoyed. Certainly, if the case had been live, I would have wanted any client to consult me before he involved the authorities. ‘The aedile is not the same as the vigiles, but he does have responsibility for aspects of law and order. It seemed right to let him know my concerns.’


I reassured him. ‘That is perfectly reasonable. I would not have stopped you . . . So what did you think of him? According to my contacts, Manlius Faustus sounds – let’s say, unsympathetic.’


Nepos stared at me for a moment, seeming surprised. ‘No, I found him very straightforward. He doesn’t say much, but he listens. A good, intelligent choice for the job.’


‘That’s rare.’


‘Exactly!’ replied Nepos. He sounded annoyed, as if I had insulted a friend of his.


I did not let this alter the picture of the aedile I had previously from Andronicus. Plenty of men behave quite differently with a one-time business visitor from how they treat members of their household. In that case, how they are at home tends to be their true character. Manlius Faustus must have social skills; he needed votes to win election to his office. In short, he must know how to schmooze. It was quite possible for him to act polite to Nepos two nights ago, and yet be a pernicious swine to his own slaves and freedmen on a daily basis.


‘And did he react to your unease about Salvidia’s death?’


Nepos was gazing at the spitting flames. ‘Not specifically.’


‘I presume he is not intending any follow-up action?’


Nepos spoke a little abstractedly. ‘No. No, he won’t be doing that.’


Like the undertaker, Nepos made it casual and seemingly sincere. But his acting was less good. He was a cheesemaker and seller. He did not spend his professional life putting on a show of false emotion, as any funeral director has to. Nepos seemed so honest that if a piece of cheese had a spot of mould, he would point it out and advise you to slice off the worst before you served it. So in his case, I saw through him: as he tried to deflect me, a curtain came down. More had been discussed with Faustus than he was prepared to tell. He was blotting out a topic he did not want to discuss with me.


Something was going on. Something that was being kept from the public in general and me in particular.




10


The death squads were out that evening.


When I first came to Rome it was the reign of the Emperor Vespasian, tough but decent. My parents knew him. They knew his elder son Titus as well, but Titus only survived his father by a couple of years, years that were dominated by the disastrous volcanic eruption of Mount Vesuvius. Even in that dark moment, Rome was well-run and thriving. But when Titus died unexpectedly, rumours that he had been poisoned by his jealous brother Domitian indicated just what kind of rule would follow. Eight years later, we were used to suspicion and fear. Praetorian Guards were regularly sent out to search for those whose low opinion of their emperor had aroused his loathing for them.


Failure to flatter that podgy despot Domitian was a deadly mistake. Many people inadvertently made the error; the slightest thing could offend him. So, as I returned wearily to the city from the necropolis, I was not surprised to glimpse a small group of soldiers passing the end of a dark street; there was no doubt of their sinister intent. As they tramped into the neighbourhood, everyone disappeared from the streets. Even a cat fled, yowling. It realised the soldiers were pitiless men who, if it strayed within their reach, would grab its tail and dash its brains out.


The night was dark by then, moonless and starless, though almost too early for the imperial guards to arrive. Normally, they liked to surprise victims with sudden and thunderous knocking at the door while everyone was sleeping. Just before dawn, a bleary porter would find set-faced men with drawn swords, bringing punishment, often for a crime the victim had not even known he had committed. If the soldiers turned up during hours of darkness, there was less chance of resistance; less chance, too, of angry neighbours raising a public outcry. Tyrants are petrified of riots. Come the pale light of morning, word of a new death in the upper classes would infiltrate basilicas and emporia, though such brutal deletions of humanity were never formally listed in the Daily Gazette.


That night the first warning of their presence was their torches. Guards always carried rather good torches, and plenty of them. Trained killers need big, long-lasting flames; only the very best tar for Domitian’s punishers. These heavyweights are crack troops; they don’t want to march out on a mission to murder some measly senator only to be jumped by one of the petty muggers who hang about at night. It would be just too, too shameful to creep back to the Praetorian Camp and have to admit that they had been held up and had their medals and fancy daggers stolen by one of the moth-eaten larcenists on Chickenbone Alley.


We were used to the execution squads. That was the worst part; we now accepted it. Children were growing up in Rome who had never known an ordinary, safe existence. Even adults who remembered better times rarely questioned the way things were.


For someone like me, who worked among deceivers and double-crossers, the new atmosphere of dread was an appropriate backdrop. We had reached a grim period when Domitian was clearly becoming more cruel. He believed his wife had betrayed him with an actor; his foreign wars were derided; he had just survived a rebellion in Germany headed by a man he trusted; and his beloved niece Julia had died. He took it out on us, his helpless subjects. Probably he had realised that, much as he wanted to be adored, nobody liked him. The more he executed people who showed their hostility, and the feebler his excuses, the less our charmless tyrant would be loved . . . Neither he nor we could escape the cycle of misery.


Constant executions had affected the public. Political uncertainty led to desperation. People lost their morality – where they had had any in the first place. A cynic would say it gave more work for informers – the emperor, for one, certainly used spies, spies at all levels of society, spies who were good, bad or absolutely indifferent these days to the faint concept of honesty that had once existed in some of us. As well as the emperor himself wanting to destroy the personal enemies he saw behind every palace pillar, informers could find plenty of ordinary people who were ready to betray others. Picking a fight with your neighbour over a boundary dispute or insulting a shopkeeper who served rotten leeks were now dangerous exploits. You could end up in court, with some unscrupulous informant-turned-prosecutor accusing you of treason or that wonderfully nebulous concept, ‘atheism’ − all with sworn statements to ‘prove’ the crime that had in fact never happened.


I never worked for the state. I had relatives who had done so in the past, but it was now too dangerous. No dubious practices, bedroom or religious, would be exposed by me to further the emperor’s morality campaign and make him look good to the gods. No bearded philosopher who foolishly lectured on historic tyrants would spot me sitting in the back row, scribbling notes that would earn him exile to a very uncomfortable island. No silly woman casting horoscopes need fear me reporting her for prophesying Domitian’s death.


Any clairvoyant who was any good at foreseeing knives and poisonings was safe from me. Like everyone else, I would be too interested in knowing exactly when we could hope for a decent coup with a well-organised assassination. I knew what I thought about Domitian, but I hid my opinions.


I had nothing to fear from the Guards in theory, yet, like anyone, when I heard them coming I kept out of their way. I did not want a bad-tempered officer to decide any lone woman on the streets after dark must be a whore. I would be at his mercy. Pleading that you have just ‘come from a funeral’ sounds a lame excuse. So I stood carefully in a dark shop doorway while they marched by.


Once again, as I waited, I became depressed. I had been unsettled by Nepos admitting he had discussed me and my work with the aedile. That could lead to bother. And the issue of Salvidia’s death gnawed disturbingly. You could say that compared with the problems some brave opponent of the emperor was about to have this night when the Guards arrived at his home, the unexplained death of a middle-aged woman who probably suffered from a bad heart hardly mattered. But that magistrate Manlius Faustus, the supposedly intelligent man Metellus Nepos had taken a shine to, had obviously instructed Nepos to stop talking to me − Nepos, with whom I had previously enjoyed a frank professional relationship. I hated that: the impression that my client and an official had entered some male compact, from which they were high-handedly excluding me.


In these dark streets, full of the menace that trailed behind the Praetorians, I started to think all sorts of things. After they had gone, people kept in their homes, with shutters drawn. I heard neither music nor laughter nearby. Stillness descended. In this unusual, uneasy quietness, an insidious cover-up of strange crimes began to seem almost plausible.


I cursed Nepos again – but this time my irritation was practical. I remembered that I had forgotten to ask him to pay my fees as he had promised.
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I had no energy that night to work myself into a frazzle. I was too tired and had had little to eat all day; it was easier to ignore my fretful thoughts. It would not be the first time that work I had already completed had to be written off. Losses splattered my ledger as if some damaging weevil had got in and left little droppings all over the scroll.


Next morning I devoted time to the ordinary things a girl has to do. I went through my apartment gathering laundry, bundled it neatly, and hauled the bundle to be washed. People think an informer’s life is all exposing frauds in court and beating up stubborn witnesses, but you need clean sheets and tunics. Clients are put off by bad hygiene. Anyway, I hate itching.


I often ate breakfast at a bar called the Stargazer, but on days when I attended to chores I just munched whatever stale bread roll I found at home. I took one out with me when I went to the laundry. I chewed slowly; it was so old and hard, I risked breaking a tooth. 


I picked up the previous bundle and went straight to Prisca’s bath house, a civilised all-female establishment, where I was able to gain admittance even when they were closed. None of them are supposed to open in the morning, but I was a regular and welcome to use either the gymnasium or the library at any hour. Prisca herself let me in, with one of her pleasant greetings: ‘I see your hairdresser’s on strike again! And if you don’t mind me mentioning this, Flavia Albia, it could be time now to start tucking yourself up in a bustband.’


What is it about baths that makes people think they have a right to be insulting?


She just wanted to sell me a band. There was nothing wrong with my figure, any man would agree. I was shorter than I might have been if I had had a better childhood, but by the time my chest grew, I had been adopted by the Didii and given a decent diet. Physically, I developed late, but enough. I seemed to be still growing well into my twenties. Fully mature now, I kept trim; everything was in the right place, whatever Prisca implied.


I tossed my quadrans onto the money bowl, made a gesture that could pass for friendly if Prisca was exceedingly short-sighted, then with her cackling after me I barged through into the changing room, hurled off what I was wearing, grabbed a modesty towel and headed for the main facilities.


The bath suite was on the right; it was simple row of tepid room, steam room and cold room with a plunge bath. On the left, a small court opened out with colonnades where people could relax sensibly or work themselves into a froth with exercise. A couple of hard-bitten women dressed in combat gear were huffing about with fancy little bucklers and wooden swords, making themselves a spectacle. I don’t object to female gladiators, but if such hopefuls must adopt butch sports I expect them to have enough self-respect to fight decently; these were hopeless. I refused to gawp because I figured that was what the silly madams wanted.


Prisca had followed me. ‘You should be able to find a bit of warmish water left from last night. Why don’t you come at a sensible hour? Do you want someone to scrape you down?’


‘I’ll manage.’


This was hard on the girls who tried to earn a few coppers wielding a strigil for customers who could not drag off their own bathing oil, but Prisca had known me long enough; I don’t know why she asked. I always brought my personal strigil, a nicely curved, comfortable bone one, and at the moment I was using up a little flask of plain almond oil I had had from one of my sisters last Saturnalia. Prisca made no money from merchandise with me. But she knew I was no trouble and if she kept on my good side, I would keep paying the entrance fee. She was a good businesswoman.


She sat down on the ledge in the steam room with me; when things were quiet she liked a chat. I put up with it because she could be a useful source of gossip.


She was a sparely built woman in her late middle years, always in a long sleeveless tunic, permanently damp and clinging, and with rope-soled toe-post sandals. I had only ever seen her in the same jewellery: a gold chain with a greenish tinge and heavy hoop earrings. Despite regular attempts to discover her background, I still had no idea how she came to be running this bath house. It would not surprise me to find she had jumped some male owner, whether her husband or someone unrelated, holding his head under the water in the plunge pool until she drowned him, then she just quietly took over. It was her decision to make it women-only. Most baths had sessions for both sexes, kept separate by different times.


Although Prisca remained fully clothed, I did not object to her watching me at my ablutions. She saw enough bodies to be indifferent. My sisters always giggled about this place, claiming it was a club for lesbians. They were fourteen and sixteen, so found that idea dangerous and thrilling. In fact most other customers were working women, some not even prostitutes, but honestly employed as freelance embroiderers, midwives or fish-scalers. Mothers of schoolchildren came here for some peace and quiet. Worn old aunties muttered over their oil flasks, trying to use as little as possible to save money. Any of these could possibly belong to the Grecian sisterhood, or flirt with it, but at Prisca’s there was no higher proportion than in ordinary society, and they were no more visible.


‘Who are the two toughs in the garden?’


‘Zoe and Chloe. They’re harmless – even though they think they terrify everyone. What you working on? Anything interesting?’ Prisca knew what I did. Sometimes she shuffled clients my way.


‘Nothing special.’ I was always discreet. ‘My last employer just died on me.’


She laughed. ‘You do know how to pick ’em!’


‘Apparently people are dropping dead before their time, for no reason.’


‘Is that so?’ Prisca showed no interest. If there was a crisis, clearly news had not reached the bathhouse circuit. I was interested, because baths are where most rumours first pop into life.


I finished my routine and Prisca left me to it. I dried off, put on one of the clean tunics I had fetched from the laundry, then sat by myself in the colonnade. The show-offs with swords and shields had gone, so I was alone. That suited me. I liked certain people, but otherwise was naturally reclusive. I could hear Prisca and her various slaves moving about and occasionally speaking to each other, but no one bothered me. I did not think about my work, I just restored my spirits peacefully.


If I had come later, I would have had a session with Serena, the best physical manipulator on the Aventine, but she tended to work in the evening when the baths were officially open. Combing my hair dry in a patch of sunshine served to calm me almost as much as a massage. The long slow strokes always reminded me of those first months after I was brought to Rome. I very quickly got to know all of my new female relatives; they were numerous, and I learned to dread the heavy-handed ones. Every time any of them visited our house, I would be passed across to be worked on. Most women in Rome own a nit-comb and are adept at using it.


I have dark hair which, unfortunately, gives no clue to my original nationality. I will always remember the first time Helena washed it for me: her firm but kindly touch as she made me endure the warm water on my tender scalp, while I whimpered and wriggled, then the wonderful clean scent of rosemary as she rinsed and untangled everything. She could have had a slave look after me, but she had chosen to foster me, so she herself carried out all the unpleasant tasks of cleaning me up and taming my wild habits. I wanted so desperately to be mothered, at first I could hardly bear to trust her in case our new relationship abruptly ended. It took me years to realise that motherhood did not come to her naturally; she saw it as a duty and would much rather have been reading, or spending time with her husband.


She loved us now. No, that sounds wrong; she had always given us love, willingly and amply, but she enjoyed us more, now we were older and she could talk to us as equals.


She had hated it when I left home to make my own life as an informer, seeing my exit as her own failure. But she too was a dogged, independent spirit; I had learned that from her. Undoubtedly, she was proud of me now. I often went home and consulted her about my work.


Thinking about her, I decided to have lunch with Mother today.


The girls were out, visiting friends, and our brother was having lessons, so I stayed for hours, talking and not talking, just spending time together. Just when I was thinking I should leave, the girls reappeared, full of excitement; then Father came home from the auction house, so we all adjourned to the roof terrace for the ceremony of hearing about his day. Many bowls of olives later, I declined the offer of dinner, and made my way back up the Hill to Fountain Court.


I was in a good mood. Most of the day had gone by, but who cared? That is the bonus of being freelance. You can make your own hours – always an excuse for working no hours at all.


My mood improved even more when Rodan emerged to tell me that Metellus Nepos had called while I was away, and had left something for me. He had brought my payment for the work I did for Salvidia, plus extra for when he hired me himself. He had even presented me with a sample of his cheese too. Such a civilised man. Immediately my benign feelings towards him reasserted themselves.


It was too late to apply myself to work, and since I didn’t know how long Nepos would remain in Rome now the funeral was over, I decided to trip around to Lesser Laurel Street, tell him his offerings had been safely received and say thank you.


That was when I found him in a terrible tizzy. He was about to visit the house of a neighbour who had died, just after she attended his stepmother’s funeral. Celendina was her name. I had not known that previously, but I gathered she was the old woman I had talked to at the necropolis. That alone gave me a reason to accompany Nepos and pay my own respects – even though he and I both knew I was going along out of professional curiosity. Celendina had been perfectly well yesterday, a self-sufficient body who had stood at the side of the pyre without complaint until she had to leave. I could still see her in my mind’s eye, as she toddled off home at a good pace. Although she was elderly, Nepos and I were both amazed to learn she had died barely hours afterwards.


Nepos was very upset. I could not blame him. There seemed a striking similarity to what happened with his stepmother. Neither of us thought it was a coincidence.


Celendina had lived just around the corner. As I walked there with Metellus Nepos, I tried calming him, to little avail.


Some well-disposed neighbour had supplied a couple of small cypress trees to stand either side of the doorway. People who lived locally were keeping a sharp eye out for visitors, as they do when something odd has happened and they don’t want to miss what follows. We soon had several helpful persons presenting us with information.


It was a night and a day since the old woman had been found dead. Her body was no longer at the house but had been taken away by the undertaker – an officially supplied one. Somehow the vigiles had become involved at the scene. From what we heard, I realised their removing the body was for a corpse-inspection, in a case of presumed foul play. But this sounded different to what occurred before with Salvidia, at least in the neighbours’ version – a sorry tale that only emerged slowly as people started to feel uncomfortable about it.


It was her son Celendina had lived with and vigiles’ suspicions centred on him. As I had deduced, he had been not right from birth; we were told that only people who knew him very well could communicate with him. He was never able to go out, and had grown into a strange, heavy lump who became upset if he was alone for too long, so that was why his mother left the funeral early. Sometimes in the past a neighbour had minded him for Celendina, but I could tell they had never liked doing it. No one wanted to take over full-time care of him now. Motherless, his future was uncertain.


The son, Kylo, was no longer at the house. The neighbours said people had been drawn there last night by him screaming and shouting. They broke in and found him with his mother’s lifeless body, violently shaking her. Everyone at once assumed something had gone wrong between them and he must have killed her. In such circumstances, people easily turn against a man with mental difficulties. Uproar ensued. The vigiles arrived. Now Kylo was in custody, accused of his mother’s murder.


One peculiarity of the events was that, although no one could make sense of most things Kylo said, when they found him he distinctly said several times: ‘Flavia Albia’. My name.
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I made sure I got to the vigiles before they came looking for me.


Our local cohort was the Fourth. Their headquarters was in the Twelfth District, over in the Piscina Publica, by the Aqua Marcia. They had sub-barracks too, one of which covered the Thirteenth, here on the Aventine. I knew it well. I had been coming here as long as I had lived in Rome, so it held no terrors for me.


You could tell you were approaching the barracks by the number of gloomy drinking bars. The complex had a pair of huge gates, which led into a courtyard stacked with equipment for firefighting, which was the vigiles’ primary purpose. Their other interest, in crime, had developed when the patrols who went out sniffing for smoke at night kept running into muggers and burglars as those evil-doers carried out their own nightly patrols. The vigiles started to arrest them. So law and order became an additional function. It would be nice to think that made Rome a safer place, but only halfwits would believe it.


The force was composed of ex-slaves, volunteers who each served six hard years then gained the privilege of citizenship – if they survived. They were led by ex-soldiers, one of whom in the Fourth had been an uncle of mine. He was now officially retired, though whenever he managed to give my aunt the slip, he still hung around the station house like a disapproving ghost, on the excuse of unfinished business; there was a particular gangster he had failed to catch. It continued to obsess him.


Like many community organisations, there was never enough money allowed for the vigiles’ upkeep, while they also had no prestige and so no incentive to excel. This gave the men a hangdog, shabby air; they could often be seen lolling against a siphon engine in some quiet alley, pretending to wait for a call-out, but eating snacks and chatting up loose women. They had a humourless tribune, who roosted in the main building in the Twelfth, while Titus Morellus was now in charge of investigations in our local depot. He was typical – overweight, shaved head, lazy attitude. He was not quite as sweaty as some of the others, though they all smelled.


‘Flavia Albia! Don’t you come here begging for favours.’


He knew who I was. That is to say, in vigiles’ terms, he knew who my father and uncle were (best pals, who had cooperated on many a case in their day – a day that was past now, though not according to them). I would hardly have counted here, but for a lucky breakthrough on an old inquiry: my own reputation rested on that time I exposed a doctor who drugged his women patients and then interfered with them. A couple of them had got together afterwards and asked me for help. Unfortunately, that was ten years ago and we were running out of men who remembered it. The vigiles have short memories. Although in theory they build up local expertise and a detailed record of previous cases, in fact their interest only extends to this week’s tasks. Half the time they are not even interested in those.


I told Morellus why I had come. He spat. The vigiles were all crude.


‘Yes, we’ve got the lad here. I call him a lad; he must be over thirty but he’s like a big baby. And big he is; his poor old mother must have struggled to deal with him.’


‘So what’s the verdict?’ I asked, attempting a show of respect for his opinion.


‘He can pee in a pot. We don’t have to change his loincloth.’


‘Don’t be a pain, Morellus. What’s the verdict about his mama?’


‘The obvious one. He killed her.’


‘True?’


‘No, convenient,’ Morellus admitted. ‘You know us, we’re very public-spirited. We just want a good clear-up rate.’ If he had been more sophisticated, this would pass for a joke. In him, it was a curious mix of mild shame at their failings and real couldn’t-care-less.


I told him I had heard a rumour that there were many mysterious deaths happening. He shrugged. ‘Nobody has told us. But nobody ever tells us anything.’


I thought, there could be a good reason for that . . . ‘There is an aedile involved now.’


‘There would be!’ He spoke with contempt.


I grinned to show I shared it. ‘Can I see this Kylo?’


‘In the cells. One of my boys is looking after him, one who has a child of his own that was born simple. You know. Big head and squinty eyes. According to her father, his little girl needs help, but has a wonderful personality. She’s vulnerable, but completely loving.’


‘What do you think?’


‘I think he’s right,’ Morellus replied immediately, giving me back a level stare. ‘She does.’


‘Have a wonderful personality?’


‘That’s what I said.’


‘But is Kylo different? Do you believe he is capable of violence?’


‘He is odd.’ Morellus mimicked Celendina’s son, holding one arm across his chest, with the hand dropped, and hitching up one hip. ‘Someone like that might be feared locally, especially as he is so big and powerful. Say a group of neighbours responded to a commotion, found her dead with her son shouting wildly and holding her corpse – what happens? It would be instinct for them all to assume he had shaken the old woman to death.’


‘So?’


Morellus might be fat and lazy, but he had a brain when he bothered to use it. ‘Could be something different. What if in fact Kylo had panicked? He found her dead, became upset, then just shook her as hard as he could in a hopeless attempt to wake her up again?’


I said that was remarkably fair-minded, to which Morellus – blushing – replied that I was not to quote him.


The prisoner was sitting on the ground in the second courtyard. The vigilis who was on guard had him feeding crumbs to pigeons. Physically, he looked no more dumb than any barrow boy or household messenger, though the brain damage was obvious in his vacant eyes and the way he held himself. Morellus had done a good mime. 


Kylo was tall, powerfully built and deeply uncommunicative. He had loose curls like a little boy but was indeed over thirty; despite that, you could see at a glance that he could not take care of himself. His mother must have managed everything: food, dress, hygiene, keeping him occupied, keeping his sexuality in check. She would have had a lifetime of defending him from other people’s ignorance, and of pleading with people to accept him.


I explained who I was. Although it seemed rude to talk about Kylo in his presence, he was taking absolutely no notice of us. The vigilis agreed that without his mother, Kylo was lost. ‘And he knows it.’


Even though Kylo appeared not to be listening in, he glanced up when we mentioned his mother. I saw the fear and sadness in his eyes. Yes, he knew. The only person who had ever cared for and looked after him was gone. He was alone; nobody wanted him; he was finished.


I managed to get his attention for a moment and said clearly, ‘I am Albia.’ It seemed to mean nothing to him. I said it again. ‘My name is Flavia Albia. Somebody said you wanted me.’


There was no response. I explained to the vigilis how Kylo was supposed to have spoken my name to the neighbours. If so, he had already forgotten why. Maybe his mother had come home and told him about Salvidia’s funeral, mentioning that she had met me. In his first moments of terror after Celendina died, he might have clung on to her last words. Now, there was no way we would get him to explain. He had completely forgotten all about it.


Since the vigilis had a daughter with disabilities, even if hers were different from Kylo’s, I thought his advice was worth having. ‘He doesn’t look like a murderer. He’s just a great lopsided lump who seems happy enough feeding pigeons. Do you think he killed his mother?’


With regret in his voice, the man answered, ‘I think we have to proceed as if he may have done.’


‘Would it have been accidentally?’


‘I can imagine that.’


‘Really? Some little thing upset him and he suddenly lashed out? Then Celendina was not strong enough, or not quick enough, to get out of the way safely?’


‘Could be.’


‘I met the mother at a funeral. I suppose she may have been tired after that, and let her attention wander . . . Or perhaps Kylo was piqued by her leaving him alone. But he seems docile now.’


‘We’ll have him here a few more days before we charge him. I am supposed to watch and assess him.’


I was unhappy about it. ‘There is no witness to what he is supposed to have done, no proper evidence. You call this justice?’


‘No,’ said the man quietly. ‘The neighbours were throwing rocks at the house. They were all set to tear him apart. We call it protective custody.’


As I left, Morellus emerged from an interview room and called out to me. ‘His Eminence wants a word with you. I have orders to take you over to the Twelfth.’


He meant Cassius Scaurus, the tribune, the humourless one. Scaurus ran his cohort the same way as his predecessors did; the method was to put up his feet in the main station house over in the Piscina Publica while he thought up ways to cream off the budget for his personal use. He ruled this outstation by the fine tradition of leaving it to look after itself.


I knew a truly serious interview would entail me being tied to a bench or chair and subjected to endless shouted questions in a very violent atmosphere. It was unlikely they would use their heated metal implements to inflict unbearable pain, though it could not be ruled out. The aim was to force a confession. Any confession. It did not have to be true. Why niggle about details?


‘What does he want?’


‘The proverbial few questions.’


‘Help with your enquiries? Is he authorising the full torture package?’


‘He has to get a chit from the Prefect for that,’ Morellus admitted, as if he thought I might find this comforting. ‘I had the impression your interview will be limited to basics – horrible threats and mental cruelty.’


‘Delightful! So when are you coming to collect me?’ I asked thoughtfully.


‘When I get around to it,’ Morellus told me. His tone was heavy with the suggestion that it would never happen. I hoped he did not expect a reward for ‘forgetting’ to do it – especially sexual favours. Perhaps he took a lenient attitude out of respect for my father and uncle. That may have figured partly, but the real reason was that he loathed the tribune.


‘Right. Don’t expect me to come quietly.’


‘No, I’ll arrive mob-handed.’


‘I don’t suppose there is any point in me asking what I am supposed to have done, Morellus?’


He laughed.


Hunching my shoulders, I threw my stole round them angrily. ‘And you still expect me to believe you when you say that there is no funny business going on?’


Morellus paused. The flabby, lackadaisical brute really did hate that tribune to a horrid degree. ‘I suppose, Flavia Albia, if I wanted to upset the old man by taking the initiative, I could start asking around about mysterious deaths.’


I was satisfied. I despised him, but the dregs of being a good officer had somehow survived in him. He could do a decent job when he chose. He would also be deeply annoyed if he discovered that his superior had been keeping him in the dark. If Morellus did uncover any funny business happening on the Aventine, which the tribune had failed to mention to him, then because of his deep-seated loathing of Cassius Scaurus, there was a good chance Morellus would pass on the details to me.
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‘Well, Flavia Albia − you’re hiding quite a history!’


There was only one way to offset my depression: lunch. I had come to the Stargazer, the neighbourhood snack-bar my relatives had owned for years, where the aediles’ archivist now discovered me. Rodan probably told Andronicus where I would be and, as I greeted my new friend with a lightly pattering heart, for once I blessed the porter.


Andronicus flopped on a bench opposite. Junillus, the young waiter, came to see what he wanted. Being Junillus, he just stood silently, with a waxed tablet poised for writing orders. He had an apron. He had cocked his head. It was obvious why he was there.


When Andronicus said nothing, Junillus walked off, presumably thinking the customer needed more time. I noticed the archivist moved the purse on his belt to a more central position, instead of on his hip. That conveniently told Trinius the pickpocket where to find it, once Trinius had finished glugging his mulsum and wanted to lift the price of tomorrow’s drink before he left. ‘The waiter seems a bit off . . .’


‘Deaf.’ Still upset after the vigiles, I was terse.


‘All right! I only meant all waiters can be odd.’


‘Junillus is deaf. Which means he grew up dumb. And in case you are thinking of moving us on to some dump where the staff pass for normal but they spit in your pottage and cheat on the bill, he is my cousin.’


The archivist waved a hand airily around the caupona. ‘Ah! A family business?’ I could see him thinking what a shabby dive it was. At the Stargazer, even the cobwebs had cobwebs. Sometimes they wafted in a breeze, as if the spirits of old customers were crying out for rest.


Andronicus looked serious – his way of announcing a joke. ‘I presume that even if it doesn’t get you a discount, they flick the flies out of the dish before serving you?’


‘If they remember.’ I finally calmed down. ‘Never order the special here; it means specially burned.’ I signed to Junillus that Andronicus would have the same as me: dish of the day (chickpeas) (it was always chickpeas), with lettuce on the side, a hard-boiled egg crumbled over the lettuce and a beaker of their not-exactly-Falernian. ‘See – that was easy.’


‘Of course. Albia, I understand. He is only deaf. It doesn’t make him stupid.’


Junillus, who could lip-read or at least interpret moods, gave us an irritated look and loafed off to the kitchen. He was a handsome boy of maybe seventeen, with a tolerant personality. I had a special bond with him. He too had been adopted into the Didii, after his disability must have become apparent and his birth-parents dumped their deaf baby in a rubbish skip. At least they chose a well-maintained one. He survived. My father found him. My childless aunt took him. She needed somebody to dote on; her husband was useless.


It was Junillus who had renamed the place the Stargazer. He was right that there was no point calling it Flora’s – its previous incarnation – now that nobody remembered who Flora had been. He had acquired a wall painting of an ugly fish with its eyes on the top of its head and a big mouth, to advertise. I thought it looked rather like Uncle Gaius, Junillus’ father, though I never said so.


‘In fact he is extremely intelligent,’ I stated, still defensive.


‘Presumably he needs to be,’ returned Andronicus in a quiet, sensible voice. He was diligently winning back my friendship. I saw no need to make that difficult.


To justify my bad mood, I mentioned my problems today with the law and order boobies. ‘Just a technicality. But when they flaunt their power, they are a menace . . .’ His food came. I waited while he sized it up and had a taste. At the Stargazer they were not ambitious, but they could manage hard-boiled eggs. ‘So! What did you mean about my “history”, Andronicus? Has someone been spreading malicious rumours?’


As Junillus retreated to the counter, he executed a silly dance, for my benefit; he was indicating that Andronicus was of an even worse standard than my usual class of follower. Andronicus happened to catch this from the corner of his eye. In his most teasing manner he commented, ‘I suppose it’s inevitable your family will mock any man-friend they see you with!’


‘Saturnalia will be fun,’ I agreed, not disputing his definition of himself. ‘By then sisters, aunties, Mother’s dressmaker and the pet monkey should all have seen us around together. My life won’t be worth a nutshell.’


‘I think you’ll cope.’ Andronicus had laid down his spoon, probably with relief, as the sour chickpeas hit his tastebuds; my aunt was still using up a sackful she must have bought the year Vesuvius erupted. He spoke in a low, more intense voice. ‘From what I heard this morning, you are tough. And an interesting character . . . You don’t seem perturbed that you have been discussed by people?’


I smiled gently. ‘I always wait until I know exactly which colourful anecdote – or which fanciful lie − has been told about me.’ We tussled in silence for a while, with him resisting in order to tease me, then I added in a murmur: ‘And to whom the lie was told.’


Andronicus projected his wide-eyed amazed look, eyebrows up and forehead wrinkled.


‘Give!’ I commanded more sternly. To help him out, I said, ‘I’ve learned that Metellus Nepos told Manlius Faustus that he was hiring an informer.’ I did not explore why Andronicus had not mentioned to me what Nepos said. Perhaps I should have, but I was more interested in knowing what had happened today. ‘Does that have something to do with this talk of my “history”?’


Andronicus then confessed readily enough. ‘It was only a matter of time, Albia, before Faustus asked for the background on you.’


‘You were right before. He is an interfering bastard.’


‘Routine. All he did was to call up the vigiles register.’


‘And he found I wasn’t there.’


‘Ah! Yes, he did.’


The vigiles keep lists of characters the government chooses to monitor. That’s people with low careers, or people who follow foreign religions that encourage lofty morals, certain types of which the authorities find highly dangerous. Among a ragbag of prostitutes and astrologers, these registers include informers.


‘It must be difficult,’ Andronicus suggested. ‘Being on that kind of list?’


‘But I’m not! I couldn’t object; after all, it’s perfectly true we informers follow curious rituals, speculate on ethical questions, and above all, sell ourselves. We try to solve puzzles, like mathematicians. We sit in bars, philosophising – though, thank the gods, it’s not compulsory for informers to grow beards.’


‘Not even when you operate in disguise?’ tried Andronicus wickedly. The way he said it verged on flirting. Very pleasant.


My father’s name was on the vigiles’ list. He thought that was hilarious. They never came to search our house these days, nor bothered to arrest him. His name probably had a ‘Do Not Disturb’ mark alongside, to indicate that he was too pally with the old Emperor Vespasian.


My name had never been added. When I first became an informer, Uncle Lucius fixed that, claiming old-fashionedly that all I did was write love letters for the illiterate.


I did those sometimes. When the tear-jerkers were too banal, I passed them on to Father’s Egyptian secretary. Clients liked it. His handwriting was beautiful.


‘So I suppose,’ Andronicus pried gently, ‘you arranged to be erased from the registers with perhaps a hefty pay-off?’


‘No, my uncle in the vigiles never listed me to begin with.’


He whistled. ‘So you do have friends in all the right places!’


I asked Andronicus what the aedile did when he heard my name was missing. I should have guessed: he raised the level and sent for Cassius Scaurus. Although they worked in separate branches of law and order, Faustus would presume that as a magistrate he outranked a cohort commander. Scaurus wouldn’t think so, but he would certainly not refuse the summons. Now I knew why that morning Morellus had told me I was in bother with his tribune.


One thing was certain. As soon as Scaurus returned to the station house after a stiff wigging from Manlius Faustus, he would have summoned his clerk. I had escaped for twelve years, but I was definitely on the damned list now.


‘Actually,’ Andronicus assured me, ‘you emerged rather well from their discussion. Cassius Scaurus came to our headquarters, very nervous, expecting a stink. He wanted to make Faustus overlook their omission by providing as much detail as possible, so it would seem as if they did know all about you. After what he told my master, Faustus was well impressed.’


‘Educate me. What am I reckoned to have done?’


It was in the tribune’s interest to paint me as virtuous, in order to explain why I had never been listed. Apparently I was a pleasant widow, determined and intelligent (and with the aforementioned excellent social connections), who had aided the vigiles with a tenaciously difficult medical fraud. The implication was that I had put myself in danger then, acting as a lure.


‘In fact,’ I told Andronicus, ‘the one condition my parents laid on me when I started this work was that I must never, ever act as bait. It always goes wrong. Any woman who puts herself in jeopardy with a criminal is a fool.’


‘I am delighted you are so sensible, Albia.’


‘Of course I have done it. I just don’t tell them in advance.’ That, needless to say, is the main reason this ridiculous ploy fails. Nobody knows where you are, so how can they provide backup, or come rushing to rescue you?


Andronicus leaned forwards across the table. He abandoned his food bowl. He was a fast eater, one who probably never consciously noticed the taste of his food; when he had had enough he stopped, not bothering to clean up the bowl. ‘Please be careful!’ he pleaded, at his most earnest.


‘I’m still here.’


Just.


He had become too close to me; he cared too keenly about my welfare. I had no intention of scaring him by mentioning any narrow escapes I had had.


I made Andronicus tell me more of what had been said.


Cassius Scaurus had painted me to Faustus as an exotic specimen; he dwelt on the fact I had come to Rome from Britain, with all the usual nonsensical flourishes that holds. I groaned. ‘The remote and mysterious island, hidden in the mists, where red-haired, be-trousered inhabitants, every one wearing a huge gold torc, are permanently painted blue . . . Believe me, there is nothing romantic about mist if you live in it.’


‘Are they blue?’


‘Of course not! Well, occasionally – but the great freckled lumps want to wear togas nowadays, and earn a fortune swindling all comers in some dodgy import–export business. If going to the baths means a life of ease and underfloor heating can be yours, the average go-getting British tribesman is up for it. Why live in a hut, when a subsidised forum has been provided at imperial expense? Why farm, when international trade is such a doddle? They rush from their fields, dying to sell Rutupiae oysters to Rome.’


‘While we eagerly buy them!’ Andronicus grinned. Clearly he had heard that British delicacy outrivalled others.


‘Allowing the Britons to drink themselves silly in Londinium bars.’


‘By the way − you, dear girl, may look like a neat little Roman matron who has a distaff in one hand and household accounts in the other, but you have a muddy provincial background and may be a druid.’


My heart sank again. ‘I solve my cases by waving a mistletoe bough over the evidence? Ridiculous. I did let people spread that rumour years ago, though believe me I never started it. Actually, all druids are devious old men. Uncombed beards and mystic secrets. They never write anything down, because then people could check on what dirty cheats they are. Then it was explained to me by a sharp lawyer that in Rome dabbling in magic is a capital offence.’


‘Faustus was told that you do indeed know some sharp lawyers.’ Andronicus was watching me keenly, but there was enough fun in his gaze for me to enjoy it.


‘More uncles. I consult them for free, every time we have a family party.’


‘So handy! . . . The well-known Camilli, I believe?’ Oh joy! Cassius Scaurus really had gone into detail. ‘Up-and-coming barristers – and both of them are in the Senate. That news was disconcerting to a plebeian aedile, I can tell you, Albia. He thinks himself so lofty – then he found out you were way above his level socially.’


‘You really do not like Faustus!’


I asked him straight: what had the aedile done to him? Since we were exchanging personal information so openly today, Andronicus told me.


Manlius Faustus was plebeian nobility, the kind that had a long history of confrontation with the Senate because their wealth made them so powerful they refused to be told what to do by the traditional aristocracy. Princes in trade and commerce. As Rome became a great empire, they had seen and exploited the possibilities: Faustus’ family commissioned, built and hired out warehouses. Through this, they had become extremely rich. Although they lived in modest style on the Aventine, it was thought they had chests of money, and they certainly owned a battalion of slaves, all high-priced ones, selected by the aedile’s uncle because they were beautiful or talented. These were groomed and educated with the same attention to detail with which the Fausti looked after their warehouses. A clerical freedman with this background could consider himself a highly desirable commodity.


So, after being brought up and trained in the uncle’s house, once he was granted his freedom from slavery (now he did finally acknowledge his status), Andronicus had expected to be promoted. He had wanted a position as Manlius Faustus’ personal secretary. Faustus thought otherwise. He would not grant Andronicus that kind of access to his private papers. Andronicus felt the nephew should have fallen upon him gratefully as an assistant and confidant. Instead, Faustus not only refused, but arranged for him to work outside the house as an archivist at the Temple of Ceres.


‘I can just about put up with that – but then this year the swine gets himself elected as aedile. Of course Uncle Tullius fixed that, with vigorous wheeling and dealing, in the usual way. So now, I’m stuck with his godforsaken nephew on a daily basis, yet without the job I wanted – which in a just world was mine for the asking.’


‘Poor you.’


‘Thank you. I am indeed unfairly wretched.’


Junillus had despaired of us ordering anything else we might actually pay for. Since we continued to occupy his best table, he dumped a pair of free drinks in front of us. He glared. We ignored that.


‘So,’ I said, as we raised our beakers together, ‘while Faustus and the miserable tribune were gossiping, what cunning fly-on-the-fresco position were you occupying?’


‘They were sitting outside in the courtyard. I placed myself by an open door in a room across the colonnade. Cassius Scaurus has a booming voice; Faustus is softly spoken—’


‘But tends only to listen?’


‘I thought you had never met him?’ Andronicus looked hurt that I had other sources of information.


‘Someone just happened to describe him. Maybe I should meet him – since he is so interested in me.’


‘No. Don’t have anything to do with him.’


‘Why not? What’s dangerous about Faustus?’


‘Listen to me. Just don’t.’


Andronicus was so insistent, I feigned agreement. Of course, he only spurred my curiosity.


To sidetrack him, I directed the talk back to my origins in Britain. I explained about being a miracle baby plucked from the ashes of ruined Londinium. As an archivist, Andronicus was fascinated. ‘So you do not have a birth certificate?’


‘That’s the least of my worries! Somewhere I may well have done. It was probably destroyed in the Rebellion – though if it survived, it would be useless because nobody knows it is mine.’


‘So you really are British?’


‘Probably not. I could be anything. Most slaves know more about themselves than I do.’


‘That’s hard. Is this something that an aedile could use against you, Albia?’


‘No.’ I spoke dispassionately. ‘I have full Roman citizenship. I have a properly executed diploma granting me that. As a citizen, I was formally adopted. Your man cannot touch me – even should he want to. And why would he, Andronicus?’


‘He can be vindictive if he’s crossed.’


‘What have I ever done to offend him?’


‘You are poking around.’


‘In what? If I have touched on something confidential, all Manlius Faustus has to do is explain. I am a reasonable woman − Look, can’t you see, this is why I feel maybe I should come and talk to him.’


‘He won’t see you.’


‘This is the second time someone has said that so adamantly. Why? Does the pompous being believe he is too phenomenally busy or –’ I was passionate now – ‘is he just terrified of women?’


Andronicus gave thought to this. Eventually he said, as if light had suddenly beamed in through a shutter, ‘I think you just nailed it, Albia!’
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We sat on in the caupona.


Customers thinned out. Junillus mopped a cloth around, then sat by himself with some building plans. He was a bright boy. At various times my aunt had paid for him to have lessons, when she could root out an understanding teacher. He had studied geography and, I seemed to remember, mathematics. He particularly shone at geometry. Wrestling had preserved him from being bullied.


Recently his parents had downsized to a new home after his father retired from government service; Junillus had grabbed the floorplans to put a stop to the kind of ghastly remodelling Junia and Gaius had imposed on their previous apartment. Gaius Baebius was a man who could not tell which end of a nail should be banged in. Nevertheless, he was always attempting to create a sophisticated sun terrace. His projects usually came to a standstill when he fell off a ladder and hurt his back.


Andronicus and I talked, or sometimes did not talk. He seemed to have no need to return to the aediles’ office that afternoon. I could tell he had a maverick attitude; he came and went as he chose. This might displease a pernickety master.


The weather was sunny, but not yet hot. April is one of the most pleasant months in many countries. I felt myself sliding into a dreamy state, not all of it caused by wine.


The rest of the day passed easily. After a time, Andronicus and I, and my cousin, were the only people there. My dear cousin saw no reason to disappear and leave us in private. Despite being adopted, he possessed all the most annoying traits that ran in our family. It was interesting that he had absorbed the others’ bad points, whereas I remained so unquarrelsome and discreet.


When people started dropping in on their way from work, Junillus stood up and began making pork nuggets to grill on skewers.


I glanced at Andronicus. Meat dishes were banned in bars. His master, the aedile, would punish my aunt if this crime ever caught his eye. Andronicus grinned; he held no brief for Faustus in his official role. Junillus signalled forcefully that he would give us takeaway nuggets gratis, if we would just stop hogging his best table. (There were only two tables in the tiny indoor space: the best and the one on the way to the latrine.) Most customers leant on the counter during daylight hours, but in the evening there was more demand for seating. Men who dropped in then were more likely to relax for longer; they liked to play dice and board games too. If they were sitting down with a table between them, there was a split second longer for intervention when they fell out over the game and tried to kill each other.


So, we accepted a long kebab skewer and, you guessed it, took the nuggets home to mine.


As we walked, the level of excitement between Andronicus and me rose significantly.


I looked in on Rodan in case there were messages. The useless bundle was not there.


Andronicus bounded ahead, going straight upstairs towards the office. Had he been slower, I was seriously intending to take him to my private apartment. By the time I caught up, my over-keen admirer had lost his chance. That did not mean he had lost altogether. He and I were extremely happy together by this stage. On one of the landings, Andronicus pulled me to him and we kissed. His kissing was light and fluttery, compared with how I really liked it, but naturally he was just making overtures for more serious work later . . .


Up in the office, I ignored the armed chair and we settled side by side on the couch. It seemed the natural place to be. When Andronicus relaxed, with one arm along the back of the furniture, it seemed natural, too, that in due course the arm should slide down around my shoulders. I pretended not to regard it as significant. He pretended not to know he was doing it.


Like anyone who has ever spent a long period as an unloved starveling, I ate my full share. I never waste food. Like any freedman from a privileged home, the archivist had been spoiled all his life. Whatever the miseries of slavery and of patronage after formal manumission, he had never had to earn his keep. Rome was full of people like him, who knew there would always be free food at home and who gave no thought to waste. He snatched at enough of the pork nuggets to keep him going, then concerned himself with other things. 


This meant, first the sliding of the arm. Then, stroking the back of my neck. Then, engaging more closely. He had one hand moving up my left arm, with his fingers encroaching well under my tunic; he had one hand cupping my chin for a kiss. Although my real concentration was elsewhere, I was fumbling with fasteners, to assist him. He was preparing to fondle where I was desperate to be fondled . . .


I became reacquainted with that thrilling but slightly awkward moment when you adjust to a brand new lover. You are wondering what he will be like. Not quite in tune yet. Not absolutely certain that you have an understanding. Not wanting to admit your own desperate interest, in case you have misjudged his, and end up looking foolish . . .


Of course I knew. Andronicus was my kind of hero: attractive, amusing, nice-looking, around my own age, of low-class origins and hungry for self-improvement. He made me laugh; how badly I had been missing that. He seemed devoted. We discussed my work, we ate and enjoyed wine together, we were plainly soulmates. I had fallen for him just about as hard as it is possible to fall. The fact that all my family would cluck that I had not known him long enough, and would warn me to be careful, only made the situation swooningly attractive.


As we approached the final moment of full commitment, we were completely wrapped up in each other – yet not too much to be unaware of our surroundings. At exactly the same instant we both heard somebody coming. We pulled apart and tried to look nonchalant.


Normally I heard visitors. Shoes or boots are noticeable if you are an alert person, and after six flights, most people arrived breathless and stumbling noisily. Someone who had managed not to do that was now outside, at the top of the stairs. This person had approached so quietly it could only be on purpose. They had crept up on us and were right outside my door, shamelessly fiddling with the latch.
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I recognised the man who broke in. I had despised him at our first encounter, the time he barged into me at the aediles’ office; I took against him furiously now. It was the fellow called Tiberius, who was supposed to act as a runner for the magistrates.


He was stocky, the way my plebeian grandfather had been – not overweight, yet strong in the body, with sturdy legs. His shoulders could have broken down my door had he not successfully manoeuvred the latch instead. Today he was in a porridge-coloured tunic in some rough material that must be itchy; he kept scratching absent-mindedly, though I saw no fleas hop off. A wide, crude belt held him in. The same cloak as last time was folded over one shoulder; this must be his informal indoors mode.


If the aedile’s uncle chose his slaves for their beauty, he must have sent a short-sighted steward the day this man was first purchased, assuming he had once been bought in the slave market. The unshaven face gave him the classic look of any worker on the Roman streets. He could be a driver or a rent collector. More than a manual labourer, however: a man doing some job that called for competence, with considerable trust from whoever employed him. There was nothing timid in his manner.


‘Cosy!’ he commented sourly. He had sized up the situation between Andronicus and me, even though we were acting unflustered. It was the first time I had heard him speak. His accent was more refined than his appearance suggested. Like the archivist, he was presumably a freedman now. He would have been encouraged to develop a diction to suit their well-off home.


I glared. ‘Most people knock,’ I stated in a cold voice. ‘Most people think they should let a householder believe that the right to admit visitors lies in their own control.’


Tiberius gave me a steady, half-amused stare. He had grey eyes. I always notice that. Mine are the same. His were a chillier colour; mine had been blue when I was younger.


The general crowd in Rome have brown eyes, though there are many of blue and grey. Nero had blue eyes. Grey is not significant. I was never going to fantasise that this fellow might be related to me. All the same, I do notice.


‘You are Flavia Albia!’ He did not wait for a snappy retort. It was just as well, because I was so surprised at the way he burst in that no ideas were flowing. Inevitably, I would find plenty of thoughts to sum him up later. The wit would not be complimentary.


He turned his attention to Andronicus. ‘You have been missed – at work and at home.’ Andronicus showed no reaction. Tiberius snapped back to me. ‘I need to speak with you – not now. It’s too late and, frankly, it’s inconvenient. I am putting you on notice. I shall call tomorrow morning. Be in − if you can manage that for once.’ I gathered he had tried to find me previously. Once more, he spoke to Andronicus. ‘I am going to the house for dinner. You can walk with me.’


It was not exactly an order. Still, the way he spoke left little choice. As a ‘runner’ he was no more than a messenger, even if the errands he was sent on meant his master trusted him. He was several years older, though hardly superior to an archivist, least of all one who had been assigned that role in a major temple. As his equal, therefore, I half expected Andronicus to argue. Instead, he shot me one of his rueful looks and swung to his feet, ready to leave with the other man.


I tried to understand. Andronicus might be reluctant to admit that there was something between him and me. I knew better than to question the dynamics of a strange household, but if he left meekly, I was bound to start wondering if I had been wrong. If, after all, we were not soulmates.


They did leave together. I heard their feet clattering downstairs, this time even Tiberius making a noise as he went. As far as I could tell, they were not speaking.


I was furious, tantalised, passionately disappointed.


I did what women have to do: I tidied the office; took the Stargazer’s titbit skewer downstairs to wash and return to the caupona tomorrow; retreated glumly to my apartment; went to bed alone.


That night I heard the terrible, near-human screams that I knew to be the foxes. It was unlikely anyone else noticed. Violence and fear were commonplace in the hours of darkness and few would want to investigate.


It reminded me that soon officials of the Temple of Ceres would be setting traps to catch the necessary animals for their horrible ritual. That plebeian aedile, Manlius Faustus, would be supervising the Games, so he must have an interest in the ritual with the torches. It made another reason for me to dislike him.
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