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  In ancient myth, the Egyptian god Horus (whom the Romans called Harpocrates) came upon Venus engaged in one of her many love affairs. Cupid, her son, gave a rose to Horus as a

  bribe to keep him quiet; thus Horus became the god of silence, and the rose became the symbol of confidentiality. A rose hanging over a council table indicated that all present were sworn to

  secrecy. Sub Rosa (‘under the rose’) has come to mean ‘that which is carried out in secret’. Thus ‘Roma sub Rosa’: the secret history of Rome, as seen through

  the eyes of Gordianus.
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  The slave who came to fetch me on that unseasonably warm spring morning was a young man, hardly more than twenty.




  Usually, when a client sends for me, the messenger is a slave from the very lowest rung of the household – a grub, a cripple, a half-wit boy from the stables stinking of dung and sneezing

  from the bits of straw in his hair. It’s a kind of formality; when one seeks out the services of Gordianus the Finder, one keeps a certain distance and restraint. It’s as if I were a

  leper, or the priest of some unclean Oriental cult. I’m used to it. I take no offence – so long as my accounts are paid on time and in full.




  The slave who stood at my door on this particular morning, however, was very clean and meticulously groomed. He had a quiet manner that was respectful but far from grovelling – the

  politeness one expects from any young man addressing another man ten years his elder. His Latin was impeccable (better than mine), and the voice that delivered it was as beautifully modulated as a

  flute. No grub from the stables, then, but clearly the educated and pampered servant of a fond master. The slave’s name was Tiro.




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

  your services,’ he added, ‘on the recommendation of—’




  I took his arm, placed my forefinger over his lips, and led him into the house. Brutal winter had been followed by sweltering spring; despite the early hour, it was already far too hot to be

  standing in an open doorway. It was also far too early to be listening to this young slave’s chatter, no matter how melodious his voice. My temples rolled with thunder. Spidery traces of

  lightning flashed and vanished just beyond the corners of my eyes.




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




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




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




  He blushed slightly. ‘No, sir.’




  ‘Your master allows you no wine?’




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




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




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




  ‘That would be a waste of your time and mine. Not to mention your master’s. No, you’ll stay, but you’ll speak no business until I tell you to, and you’ll join me

  for breakfast in the garden, where the air is sweeter.’




  I took his arm again, led him through the atrium, down a darkened hallway, and into the peristyle at the centre of the house. I watched his eyebrows rise in surprise, whether at the extent of

  the place or its condition I couldn’t be sure. I was used to the garden, of course, but to a stranger it must have appeared quite a shambles – the willow trees madly overgrown, their

  hanging tendrils touching tall weeds that sprouted from dusty ground; the fountain at the centre long ago run dry, its little marble statue of Pan pocked with age; the narrow pond that meandered

  through the garden opaque and stagnant, clogged with Egyptian rushes growing out of control. The garden had gone wild long before I inherited the house from my father, and I had done nothing to

  repair it. I preferred it as it was – an uncontrolled place of wild greenness hidden away in the midst of orderly Rome, a silent vote for chaos against mortared bricks and obedient shrubbery.

  Besides, I could never have afforded the labour and materials to have the garden put back into formal condition.




  ‘I suppose this must be rather different from your master’s house.’ I sat in one chair, gingerly so as not to disturb my head, and indicated that Tiro should take the other. I

  clapped my hands and instantly regretted the noise. I bit back the pain and shouted, ‘Bethesda! Where is that girl? She’ll bring us food in a moment. That’s why I answered the

  door myself – she’s busy in the pantry. Bethesda!’




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




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




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




  ‘That surprises you?’




  He looked down, fearing he had offended me.




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




  ‘Not exactly, sir.’




  ‘But you know it’s something not quite respectable – at least insofar as anything is worthy of respect in Rome these days. But not illegal – at least insofar as legality

  has any meaning in a city ruled by a dictator. So you’re surprised to find me living in such spacious quarters, as ramshackle as they may be. That’s perfectly all right. I’m

  sometimes surprised myself. And there you are, Bethesda. Set the tray here, between me and my unexpected but perfectly welcome young guest.’




  Bethesda obeyed, but not without a sidelong glance and a quiet snort of disdain. A slave herself, Bethesda did not approve of my keeping informal company with slaves, much less feeding them from

  my own pantry. When she had finished unloading the tray, she stood before us as if awaiting further instructions. This was merely a pose. It was obvious to me, if not to Tiro, that what she chiefly

  wanted was a closer look at my guest.




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




  On most women, a sneer implies an unattractive gesture of disgust. With Bethesda one can never be so certain. A sneer does nothing to spoil her dark and voluptuous allure. In fact, it may

  increase it. And in Bethesda’s limited but imaginative physical vocabulary, a sneer may mean anything from a threat to a brazen invitation. In this case, I suspect it was a response to

  Tiro’s genteel lowering of the eyes, a reaction to his shy modesty – the sneer of the wily fox for the comely rabbit. I would have thought that all her appetites had been quenched the

  night before. Certainly mine had been.




  ‘Does my master require anything more?’ She stood with her hands at her sides, her breasts upraised, shoulders back. Her eyelids drooped, still heavy with paint from the night

  before. Her voice carried the sultry, slightly lisping accent of the East. More posing. Bethesda had made up her mind. Young Tiro, slave or not, was worth impressing.




  ‘Nothing more, Bethesda. Run along.’




  She bowed her head, turned, and made her way out of the garden and into the house, weaving sinuously between the hanging branches of willow. Once her back was turned, Tiro’s shyness

  receded. I followed his gaze, from its origin at his wide-open eyes to its focal point, somewhere just above Bethesda’s gently swaying buttocks. I envied him his modesty and shyness, his

  hunger, his handsomeness, his youth.




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




  I was unprepared for the full depth and ruddy richness of his blush, as blood-red as a sunset over the open sea. Only the young with their smooth, soft cheeks and foreheads can blush that way.

  Even Bethesda was too old ever to blush like that again, assuming she was still capable of blushing at all.




  ‘Never mind,’ I said. ‘I have no right to ask you such a question. Here, have some bread. Bethesda makes it herself, and it’s better than you might expect. A recipe

  passed down from her mother in Alexandria. Or so she says – I have my suspicions that Bethesda never had a mother. And though I bought her in Alexandria, her name is neither Greek nor

  Egyptian. The milk and the plums should be fresh, though I can’t vouch for the cheese.’




  We ate in silence. The garden was still in shadow, but I could feel the sun, palpable, almost menacing, edging along the scalloped tile roof like a burglar planning his descent. By midday the

  whole garden would be suffused with light, insufferably hot and brilliant, but for now it was cooler than the house, which still retained yesterday’s heat. The peacocks suddenly stirred in

  their corner; the largest of the males gave a shrill call and broke into a strut, displaying his plumage. Tiro glimpsed the bird and gave a start, unprepared for the spectacle. I chewed in silence,

  wincing at the occasional twinges of pain that flickered from my jaw to my temples. I glanced at Tiro, whose gaze had abandoned the peacock for the empty doorway where Bethesda had made her

  exit.




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




  ‘What, Tiro?’




  He turned to face me. The absolute innocence of his face was more blinding than the sun, which suddenly broke over the rooftop. His name might be Greek, but except for his eyes, all his features

  were classically Roman – the smooth moulding of the forehead, cheeks, and chin; the slight exaggeration of the lips and nose. It was his eyes that startled me, a pale lavender shade I had

  never seen before, certainly not native to Rome – the contribution of an enslaved mother or father brought to the empire’s heart from gods-knew-where. Those eyes were far too innocent

  and trusting to belong to any Roman.




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




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




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




  ‘Food helps, if one can keep it down. But the true cure for a hangover was taught to me by a wise physician in Alexandria almost ten years ago – when I was about your age, I suspect,

  and no stranger to wine. It has served me well ever since. It was his theory, you see, that when one drank in excess, certain humours in the wine, instead of dissolving in the stomach, rose like

  foul vapours into the head, hardening the phlegm secreted by the brain, causing it to swell and become inflamed. These humours eventually disperse and the phlegm softens. This is why no one dies of

  a hangover, no matter how excruciating the pain.’




  ‘Then time is the only cure, sir?’




  ‘Except for a faster one: thought. The concentrated exercise of the mind. You see, thinking, according to my physician friend, takes place in the brain, lubricated by the secretion of

  phlegm. When the phlegm becomes polluted or hardened, the result is a headache. But the actual activity of thought produces fresh phlegm to soften and disperse the old; the more intently one

  thinks, the greater the production of phlegm. Therefore, intense concentration will speed along the natural recovery from a hangover by flushing the humours from the inflamed tissue and restoring

  the lubrication of the membranes.’




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




  I sat back and crossed my arms, nibbling at a piece of crust. ‘The proof is in the cure itself. Already I’m feeling better, you see, having been called upon to explain the mechanics

  of this cure. And I suspect I shall be entirely cured in a few minutes, after I’ve explained what you’ve come for.’




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




  ‘Oh?’




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




  ‘On the contrary. It’s true, as you could tell from the look on my face, that I’ve never heard of your master – what was the name, Marcus something-or-other Cicero? A

  total stranger. Nonetheless, I can tell you a few things about him.’ I paused, long enough to make sure I had the boy’s full attention. ‘He comes from a very proud family, a trait

  of which he himself has a full share. He lives here in Rome, but his family originally comes from somewhere else, perhaps to the south; they’ve been in the city for no more than a generation.

  They are something more than comfortably wealthy, though not fabulously so. Am I right so far?’




  Tiro looked at me suspiciously. ‘So far.’




  ‘This Cicero is a young man, like yourself; I suppose a little older. He’s an avid student of oratory and rhetoric, and a follower to some extent of the Greek philosophers. Not an

  Epicurean, I imagine; perhaps he’s a Stoic, though not devoutly so. Correct?’




  ‘Yes.’ Tiro was beginning to look uncomfortable.




  ‘As for your reason for coming, you are seeking out my services for a legal case which this Cicero will be bringing before the Rostra. Cicero is an advocate, just starting out in his

  career. Nevertheless, this is an important case, and a complicated one. As for who recommended my services, that would be the greatest of Roman lawyers. Hortensius, of course.’




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




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




  Tiro looked at me sidelong, his astonishment frankly revealed.




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




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

  .’




  I pressed my fingertips to my temples, elbows akimbo – partly to soothe the pressure of my throbbing temples, but also to mimic a mystic’s theatrical posing. ‘An unholy

  crime,’ I whispered. ‘Vile. Unspeakable. The murder of a father by his own son. Parricide!’




  I released my temples and sat back in the chair. I looked my young guest straight in the eye. ‘You, Tiro of the household of Marcus Tullius Cicero, have come to seek my services to assist

  your master in his defence of one Sextus Roscius of Ameria, who stands accused of killing the father whose name he bears. And – my hangover is completely gone.’




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




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




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

  best, playing on the crowd’s credulity.’




  ‘And do you believe everything master Cicero says?’ Tiro blushed. Before he could speak I raised my hand. ‘Don’t answer. I would never ask you to say anything against

  your master. But tell me this: has Marcus Tullius Cicero ever visited the oracle at Delphi? Has he seen the shrine to Magna Mater at Ephesus and tasted the milk that flows from her marble breasts?

  Or climbed the great pyramids in the dead of night and listened to the voice of the wind rushing through the ancient stones?’




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




  ‘But I have, young man.’ For a moment, I was lost in thought, unable to pull free from a flood of images, sights, sounds, smells of the past. I looked around the garden and suddenly

  saw just how tawdry it was. I stared at the food before me and realized how dry and tasteless the bread was, how sour the cheese had gone. I looked at Tiro, and remembered who and what he was, and

  felt foolish for expending so much energy to impress a mere slave.




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

  game of logic.’




  ‘But how can simple logic yield new knowledge? You told me you had never heard of Cicero before I came here. I’ve told you nothing at all about him, and yet you’re able to tell

  me exactly why I’ve come. It’s like producing coins out of thin air. How can you create something out of nothing? Or discover a truth without evidence?’




  ‘You miss the point, Tiro. It’s not your fault. I’m sure you’re able to think as well as the next man. It’s the sort of logic that’s taught by Roman rhetors

  that’s the problem. Retrying ancient cases, refighting ancient battles, learning grammar and law by rote, and all with the point of learning how to twist the law to the client’s

  advantage, with no regard for right or wrong, or up or down for that matter. Certainly with no regard for the simple truth. Cleverness replaces wisdom. Victory justifies all. Even the Greeks have

  forgotten how to think.’




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




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




  Tiro frowned. ‘I think you should tell me, sir. Otherwise, how will I cure myself in the event that I’m ever lucky enough to be allowed to have a hangover?’ A smile showed

  through the frown. Tiro was capable of striking poses no less than Bethesda. Or myself.




  ‘Very well.’ I stood up and stretched my arms over my head and was surprised to feel hot sunshine bathing my hands, as palpable as if I had immersed them in steaming water. Half the

  garden was filled with light. ‘We’ll take a walk around the garden, while it’s still cool enough. Bethesda! I will explain my deductions, Bethesda will take away the food –

  Bethesda! – and order will be restored.’




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




  ‘Very well, how do I know what I know about Marcus Tullius Cicero? I said he comes from a proud family. That much is obvious from his name. Not the family name Tullius, which I’ve

  heard before, but the third name, Cicero. Now the third name of a Roman citizen generally identifies the family branch – in this case the Cicero branch of the Tullius family. Or, if no

  branch name exists, it may be unique to the individual himself, usually describing a physical feature. Naso for a man with a large nose, or Sulla, the name of our esteemed and worthy dictator,

  so-called for his florid complexion. In either case, Cicero is a most peculiar-sounding name. The word refers to the common chick-pea and can hardly be flattering. What exactly is the case with

  your master?’




  ‘Cicero is an old family name. They say it comes from an ancestor who had an ugly bump on the tip of his nose, clefted down the middle, something like a chick-pea. You’re right, it

  does sound odd, though I’m so used to it I hardly think of it. Some of my master’s friends say he should drop the name if he means to go into politics or law, but he won’t hear of

  it. Cicero says that if his family saw fit to adopt such a peculiar name, then the man who first bore that name must have been quite extraordinary, even if no one remembers why. He says he intends

  to make all Rome know the name of Cicero and respect it.’




  ‘Proud, as I said. But of course that would apply to virtually any Roman family and certainly to any Roman lawyer. That he lives in Rome I took for granted. That his family roots are to

  the south I assumed from the name Tullius. I remember having encountered it more than once on the road to Pompeii – perhaps in Aquinum, Interamna, Arpinum—’




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




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




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




  Bast, having given up on catching dragonflies, was rubbing herself against my ankles. ‘Think, Tiro. Ten is the age for a citizen’s formal education to begin, and I suspect, given his

  knowledge of philosophy and your own erudition, that your master was not educated in a sleepy little town off the road to Pompeii. As for the family not having been in Rome for more than a

  generation, I assumed that from the very fact that the name Cicero is unfamiliar to me. Had they been here from the time I was young, I would surely have at least heard of them – and I

  wouldn’t forget a name like that. As for Cicero’s age and wealth and his interest in oratory and philosophy, all that is evident simply from observing you, Tiro.’




  ‘Me?’




  ‘A slave is the mirror of his master. Your unfamiliarity with the dangers of wine, your modesty with Bethesda, these indicate that you serve in a household where restraint and decorum are

  of utmost concern. Such a tone can only be set by the master himself. Cicero is clearly a man of rigorous morals. This can be indicative of purely Roman virtues, but your comment about moderation

  in all things indicates an appreciation of Greek virtue and Greek philosophy. There is also a great emphasis on rhetoric, grammar, and oratory in the house of Cicero. I doubt that you yourself have

  ever received a single formal lesson in these fields, but a slave can absorb much from regular exposure to the arts. It shows in your speech and manner, in the polished tones of your voice.

  Clearly, Cicero has studied long and hard in the schools of language.




  ‘All of which, taken together, can mean only one thing: that he wishes to be an advocate and present legal cases before the Rostra. I would have assumed so at any rate, from the very fact

  that you came to ask for my services. Most of my clients – at least the respectable ones – are either politicians or lawyers or both.’




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




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




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




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

  servant?’




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




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




  ‘Exactly.’




  ‘Then you are not the sort of slave that most advocates send when they wish to call upon Gordianus the Finder. Only a fledgling advocate, embarrassingly ignorant of common custom, would

  bother to send his right hand to my door. I’m flattered, even though I know the flattery is unintentional. To show my gratitude, I promise not to spread the word that Marcus Tullius Cicero

  made an ass of himself by sending his best slave to fetch that wretched Gordianus, explorer of dung heaps and infiltrator of hornet’s nests. They’d get a bigger laugh out of that than

  they ever will out of Cicero’s name.’




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




  ‘You’re right,’ Tiro said quietly, sounding very earnest. ‘He’s quite young, just as I am. He doesn’t yet know all these little tricks of the legal

  profession, the silly gestures and empty formalities. But he does know what he believes in, which is more than you can say for most advocates.’




  I gazed down at my toe, surprised to see that it wasn’t bleeding. There are gods in my garden, rustic and wild and unkempt like the garden itself. They had punished me for teasing a naive

  young slave. I deserved it. ‘Loyalty becomes you, Tiro. Just how old is your master?’




  ‘Cicero is twenty-six.’




  ‘And you?’




  ‘Twenty-three.’




  ‘A bit older than I would have guessed, both of you. Then I’m not ten years older than you, Tiro, but only seven. Still, seven years can make a great difference,’ I said,

  contemplating the passion of young men out to change the world. A wave of nostalgia passed through me as gently as the faint breeze that rustled through the willow above our heads. I glanced down

  into the pond and saw the two of us reflected in a patch of clear water sparkling in the sunlight. I was taller than Tiro, broader in the shoulders and heavier in the middle; my jaw was more

  prominent, my nose flatter and more hooked, and my eyes, far from being lavender, were a staid Roman brown. All we seemed to have in common were the same unruly black curls; mine were beginning to

  show strands of grey.




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




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

  that Hortensius was involved, everything became clear to me.




  ‘Let me explain. One of Hortensius’s men was here, perhaps ten days ago, sounding me out about a case. The one who always comes to me when Hortensius needs my help – just

  thinking of the creature makes me shudder. Where do men like Hortensius find such abominable specimens? Why do they all end up in Rome, cutting one another’s throats? But of course you

  wouldn’t know about that side of the legal profession. Not yet.




  ‘At any rate, this man from Hortensius comes to my door. Asks me all sorts of unrelated questions, tells me nothing – lots of mystery, lots of posing, the sort of wheedling these

  types engage in when they want to know if the opposition has already approached you about a case. They always think the enemy has got to you first, that you’ll go along and pretend to help

  them anyway, then stab them in the back at the last moment. I suppose it’s what they themselves would do in my place.




  ‘Finally he goes his way, leaving a smell in the foyer that Bethesda can’t eradicate with three days’ scrubbing, along with only two clues as to what he was talking the name

  Roscius, and the town of Ameria – did I know the one, had I ever been to the other? Roscius is the name of a famous comedian, of course, one of Sulla’s favourites, everybody knows that.

  But that’s not whom he meant. Ameria is a little town up in the Umbrian hill country, fifty miles or so north of Rome. Not much reason to go there, unless you want to take up farming. So my

  answer was no, and no again.




  ‘A day or two passed. Hortensius’s handyman didn’t come back. I was intrigued. A few questions here and there – it didn’t take much checking to uncover what it was

  all the parricide case upcoming at the Rostra. Sextus Roscius of the town of Ameria stands accused of plotting the murder of his own father here in Rome. Odd – no one seems to know much about

  the matter, but everyone tells me I’m better off staying clear of it. An ugly crime, they say, certain to be an ugly trial. I kept expecting Hortensius to contact me again, but his creature

  never reappeared. Two days ago I heard that Hortensius had withdrawn from the defence.’




  I gave Tiro a sidelong glance. He kept his eyes on the ground as we walked, hardly looking at me, yet I could almost feel the intensity of his concentration. He was an excellent listener. Had he

  been other than a slave, what a fine pupil he would have made, I thought; and perhaps, in another life, in another world, I might have made a fine teacher of young men.




  I shook my head. ‘Hortensius and his creature and this mysterious trial – I had put it out of my thoughts completely. Then you showed up at my door, telling me I’d been

  “recommended”. By whom? Possibly, I thought, by Hortensius, who seems to have thought it wiser to pass along the parricide case to someone else. To a younger advocate, probably, someone

  less experienced. A beginning lawyer who would be excited at the prospect of a major case, or at least a case with such a harrowing penalty. An advocate who wouldn’t know any better –

  who wouldn’t be in a position to know whatever it is that Hortensius knows. Once you confirmed that it was Hortensius who’d recommended me, it was simple to proceed to the final

  pronouncement, steered along at every turn by the reactions on your face – which, by the way, is as clear and easy to read as Cato’s Latin.’ I shrugged. ‘To some extent,

  logic. To some extent, a hunch. I’ve learned to use both in my line of work.’




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

  very easy.’




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




  Tiro furrowed his brow. ‘Now if only I could read your thoughts – but I’m afraid that will take some practice. Or does the fact that you’ve treated me so well

  already mean that you agree – that you’ll lend your services as Cicero needs them? He understands from Hortensius how you work, the fees you’ll expect. Will you do it?’




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




  ‘Will you come?’




  ‘Where?’




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




  This stopped me so abruptly that my scraping sandals actually raised a small cloud of dust. ‘Your master truly is ignorant of decorum, isn’t he? He asks me to his house. Asks

  me, Gordianus the Finder? As a guest? How strange. Yes, I think I very much want to meet this Marcus Tullius Cicero. Heaven knows he needs my help. What a strange one he must be. Yes, of

  course I’ll come. Just allow me to change into something more appropriate. My toga, I suppose. And shoes, then, not sandals. It will only take a moment. Bethesda! Bethesda!’
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  The journey from my house on the Esquiline Hill to that of Cicero, close by the Capitoline, would take more than an hour of steady walking. It had probably taken Tiro half that

  time to reach my door, but Tiro had set out at dawn. We left at the busiest hour of the morning, when the streets of Rome are flooded with humanity, all stirred into wakefulness by the perpetual

  engines of hunger, obedience, and greed.




  One sees more household slaves on the streets at that hour than at any other time of day. They scurry about the city on a million morning errands, conveying messages, carrying packages, fetching

  sundries, shopping from market to market. They carry with them the heavy scent of bread, baked fresh in a thousand stone ovens around the city, each oven sending up its slender tendril of smoke

  like a daily offering to the gods. They carry the scent of fish, freshwater varieties captured nearby in the Tiber, or else more exotic species transported overnight upriver from the port at Ostia

  – mud-caked molluscs and great fish of the sea, slithering octopi and squid. They carry the scent of blood that oozes from the severed limbs and breasts and carefully extracted organs of

  cattle, chicken, pigs, and sheep, wrapped in cloth and slung over their shoulders, destined for their masters’ tables and their masters’ already bloated bellies.




  No other city I know can match the sheer vitality of Rome at the hour just before mid-morning. Rome wakes with a self-satisfied stretching of the limbs and a deep inhalation, stimulating the

  lungs, quickening the pulse. Rome wakes with a smile, roused from pleasant dreams, for every night Rome goes to sleep dreaming a dream of empire. In the morning Rome opens her eyes, ready to go

  about the business of making that dream come true in broad daylight. Other cities cling to sleep – Alexandria and Athens to warm dreams of the past, Pergamum and Antioch to a coverlet of

  Oriental splendour, little Pompeii and Herculaneum to the luxury of napping till noon. Rome is happy to shake off sleep and begin her agenda for the day. Rome has work to do. Rome is an early

  riser.




  Rome is multiple cities in one. On any given hour’s journey across it, one will see at least several of its guises. To the eyes of those who look at a city and see faces, it is first and

  foremost a city of slaves, for the slaves far outnumber citizens and freedmen. Slaves are everywhere, as ubiquitous and as vital to the life of the city as the waters of the Tiber or the light of

  the sun. Slaves are the lifeblood of Rome.




  They are of every race and condition. Some spring from a stock indistinguishable from their masters. They walk the streets better dressed and more finely groomed than many a free man; they may

  lack the toga of a citizen, but their tunics are made of material just as fine. Others are unimaginably wretched, like the pockmarked, half-idiot labourers one sees winding through the streets in

  ragged files, naked except for a cloth to cover their sex, joined by chains at the ankles and bearing heavy weights, kept in line by bullies with long whips and further tormented by the clouds of

  flies that follow wherever they go. They hurry to the mines, or to galleys, or to dig the deep foundations of a rich man’s house on their way to an early grave.




  To those who look at a city and see not humanity but stone, Rome is overwhelmingly a city of worship. Rome has always been a pious place, sacrificing abundantly (if not always sincerely) to any

  and every god and hero who might become an ally in the dream of empire. Rome worships the gods; Rome gives adoration to the dead. Temples, altars, shrines, and statues abound. Incense may abruptly

  waft from any corner. One may step down a narrow winding street in a neighbourhood known since childhood and suddenly come upon a landmark never noticed before – a tiny, crude statue of some

  forgotten Etruscan god set in a niche and concealed behind a wild fennel bush, a secret known only to the children who play in the alley and the inhabitants of the house, who worship the forsaken

  and impotent god as a household deity. Or one may come upon an entire temple, unimaginably ancient, so old it is made not of bricks and marble but of worm-eaten wood, its dim interior long ago

  stripped of all clues of the divinity that once resided there, but still held sacred for reasons no one living can remember.




  Other sights are more specialized to their region. Consider my own neighbourhood, with its odd mixture of death and desire. My home sits partway up the Esquiline Hill. Above me is the quarter of

  the morgue workers, those who tend the flesh of the dead – embalmers, perfume rubbers, stokers of the flame. Day and night a massive column of smoke rises from the summit, thicker and blacker

  than any other in this city of smoke, and carrying that strangely appealing odour of seared flesh otherwise found only on battlefields. Below my house, at the foot of the hill, is the notorious

  Subura, the greatest concentration of taverns, gaming houses, and brothels west of Alexandria. The proximity of such disparate neighbours – purveyors of death on one hand and of life’s

  basest pleasures on the other – can lead to strange juxtapositions.




  Tiro and I descended the paved footpath that dropped steeply from my front door, passing the blank plaster walls of my neighbours. ‘Be careful here,’ I told him,

  pointing out the spot where I knew a fresh load of excrement would be waiting, slopped over the wall by the inhabitants of the house on the left. Tiro skipped to his right, barely avoiding the

  pile, and wrinkled his nose.




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




  ‘No, it looks quite fresh. The mistress of the house,’ I explained with a sigh, ‘comes from some backward little town in Samnium. A million times I’ve explained to her

  how the public sewers work, but she only answers: “This is the way we did it in Pluto’s Hole,” or whatever her stinking little town is called. It never stays long; sometime during

  the day the man who lives behind the wall on the right has one of his slaves collect the stuff and cart it off. I don’t know why; the path leads only to my door – I’m the only one

  who has to look at it, and the only one likely to step in it. Maybe the smell offends him. Maybe he steals it to fertilize his gardens. I only know it’s one of life’s predictable

  routines – the lady from Pluto’s Hole will throw her family’s shit over the wall every morning; the man across the way will carry it off before nightfall.’ I gave Tiro my

  warmest smile. ‘I explain this to anyone who’s likely to visit me between sunrise and sunset. Otherwise you’re likely to ruin a perfectly good pair of shoes.’




  The pathway broadened. The houses became smaller and drew closer together. At last we reached the foot of the Esquiline and stepped into the wide avenue of the Subura Way. A group of gladiators,

  heads shaved except for barbaric topknots, came staggering out of the Lair of Venus. The Lair is notorious for cheating its customers, especially visitors to Rome, but natives as well, which is one

  of the reasons I’ve never patronized it, despite its convenient proximity to my house. Cheated or not, the gladiators seemed satisfied. They staggered into the street grasping one

  another’s shoulders for support and bellowing out a song that had as many tunes as there were voices to sing it, still drunk after what must have been a very long night of debauchery.




  At the edge of the street a group of young trigon players broke and scattered to get out of the gladiators’ way, then reformed to begin a fresh round, each taking his turn at the points of

  a triangle drawn in the dust. They slapped the leather ball back and forth, laughing loudly. They were hardly more than boys, but I’d seen them going in and out of the side entrance to the

  Lair often enough to know that they were employed there. It was a testament to the energy of youth that they should be up and playing so early, after a long night’s work in the brothel.




  We turned right, proceeding westward along the Subura Way, following the drunken gladiators. Another road descending from the Esquiline emptied into a broad intersection ahead. A rule in Rome:

  the wider the street or the greater the square, the more crowded and impassable it will be. Tiro and I were forced to walk in single file, threading our way through the sudden congestion of carts

  and animals and makeshift markets. I quickened my pace and called back at him to keep up; soon we caught up with the gladiators. Predictably, the crowd parted for them like mist before a heavy gust

  of wind. Tiro and I followed in their wake.




  ‘Make way!’ a loud voice suddenly called. ‘Make way for the dead!’ A cluster of white-robed embalmers pressed in upon our right, coming down from the Esquiline. They

  pushed a long, narrow cart bearing a body that was wrapped in gauze and seemed to float in a cocoon of fragrances – attar of roses, unguent of clove, unnameable Oriental spices. As always the

  smell of smoke clung to their clothing, mixed with the odour of burning flesh from the vast crematoria up on the hill.




  ‘Make way!’ their leader shouted, brandishing a slender wooden rod of the sort one might use to discipline mildly a dog or a slave. He struck nothing but empty air, but the

  gladiators took offence. One of them slapped the rod from the embalmer’s hand. It flew spinning through the air and would have struck me in the face had I not ducked. I heard a squeal of

  painful surprise behind me, but didn’t bother to look. I stayed low and reached for Tiro’s sleeve.




  The press of the crowd was too thick for escape. Instead of quietly turning back, as circumstances recommended, strangers were suddenly pushing in from all sides, smelling the prospect of

  violence and afraid they might miss seeing it. They were not disappointed.




  The embalmer was a short man, pot-bellied, wrinkled, and balding. He rose to his full height and a little beyond, straining on tiptoes. He shoved his face, twisted with rage, against the

  gladiator’s. He wrinkled his nose at the gladiator’s breath – even from where I stood I caught a whiff of garlic and stale wine – and hissed at him like a snake. The sight

  was absurd, pathetic, alarming. The huge gladiator responded with a loud burp and another slap, this one knocking the embalmer backwards against the cart. There was a sharp crack of bone or wood,

  or both; the embalmer and the cart collapsed together.




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

  spectators.




  Tiro made a peculiar noise. I wheeled around. The noise was less peculiar than the expression on his face. He was looking downwards. There was a hard, heavy nudge against my ankles. The cart had

  spilled its contents onto the street. The body had rolled face-up against my feet, its gauzy shroud unwinding behind it.




  The corpse was that of a woman, hardly more than a girl. She was blonde and pale, the way that all corpses are pale when drained of their blood. Despite the waxiness of her flesh, there was

  evidence of what had once been considerable beauty. The tumble had ripped her gown, baring a single breast as white and hard as alabaster, and a single nipple the colour of faded roses.




  I glanced at Tiro’s face, at his lips parted with spontaneous, unthinking lust, yet twisted at the corners with an equally spontaneous revulsion. I looked up and spotted another opening in

  the crowd. I stepped towards it, pulling on Tiro’s sleeve, but he was rooted to the spot. I pulled harder. There was sure to be real trouble now.




  At that instant I heard the unmistakable metallic slither of a dagger pulled from its sheath and glimpsed a flash of steel from the corner of my eye. It was not one of the gladiators who had

  drawn the weapon – the figure was on the opposite side of the cart, in the midst of the embalmers. A bodyguard? One of the dead girl’s relatives? An instant later – so quickly

  there was no sense of motion at all, only of displacement – both figure and glint of steel were on the nearer side of the cart. There was a strange ripping noise, tiny but somehow final. The

  gladiator bent double, clutching his belly. He grunted, then moaned, but the noise was submerged in a loud collective shriek.




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

  fell to the paving stones.




  ‘Come on!’ I shouted, dragging Tiro behind me. He was still staring over his shoulder at the dead girl, unaware, I thought, of what had happened. But when we were safely away, well

  beyond the scuffling and confusion that continued around the upset cart; he drew up alongside me and said in a low voice, ‘But we should stop and go back, sir. We were witnesses.’




  ‘Witnesses to what?’




  ‘To a murder!’




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




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




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




  ‘We should go back, anyway,’ Tiro snapped. ‘The stabbing was just the beginning. It’s still going on, see? Half the marketplace has been pulled into it now.’ He

  raised his eyebrows, struck by an idea. ‘Lawsuits! Perhaps one of the parties will be needing a good advocate.’




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

  prospect.’




  Tiro was stung by my laughter. ‘But some advocates make a great deal of money that way. Cicero says that Hortensius employs no fewer than three servants whose only job is to roam the

  streets, keeping an eye out for likely cases.’




  I laughed again. ‘I doubt that your Cicero would care to take on that gladiator for a client, or the gladiator’s owner. More to the point, I doubt that they would care to deal

  with your master, or with any other advocate. The interested parties will seek justice in the usual way: blood for blood. If they don’t care to take on the job themselves – though the

  stabbed man’s friends hardly look cowardly or squeamish to me – they’ll do what everyone else does, and hire one of the gangs to do it for them. The gang will find the assailant,

  or the assailant’s brother, and stab him in return; the new victim’s family will hire a rival gang to return the violence, and so on. That, Tiro, is Roman justice.’




  I managed to smile, giving Tiro permission to take it as a joke. Instead, his face became more clouded. ‘Roman justice,’ I said more sombrely, ‘for those who can’t afford

  an advocate, or perhaps don’t even know what an advocate is. Or know, and don’t trust them, believing all courts are a sham. It’s just as likely that what we saw was the middle of

  such a blood feud, not its beginning. The man with the knife may have had nothing to do with the embalmers or the dead girl. Perhaps he was just waiting for the right moment to strike the blow, and

  who knows why or how far back the quarrel goes? Best to keep your nose out of it. There’s no one you can call upon to stop it.’




  This last was true, and a constant source of astonishment to visitors from foreign capitals, or to anyone unaccustomed to life in a republic: Rome has no police force. There is no armed

  municipal body to keep order within the city walls. Occasionally some violence-weary senator will propose that such a force be created. The response on all sides is immediate: ‘But who

  will own these police?’ And they are right. In a country ruled by a king, the loyalty of the police runs in a clear, straight line to the monarch. Rome, on the other hand, is a republic

  (ruled at the time of which I write by a dictator, it is true, but a temporary and constitutionally legal dictator). In Rome, whoever plotted and schemed to get himself appointed chief of such a

  police force would simply use it for his own aggrandizement, while his minions’ biggest problem would be deciding from whom to accept the largest bribe, and whether to serve that person or

  stab him in the back. Police would serve only as a tool for one faction to use against another. Police would merely become one more gang for the public to contend with. Rome chooses to live without

  police.




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




  The street was dim and musty, hardly more than a slit between two high walls. The bricks and paving stones were beaded with moisture, spotted with mould. The walls themselves seemed to sweat;

  the cobblestones exhaled the odour of dampness, an almost animal smell, rank and not entirely unpleasant. It was a street never touched by the sun, never dried by its heat, or purified by its light

  – filled with steam at high summer, coated with ice in winter, eternally damp. There are a thousand such streets in Rome, tiny worlds set apart from the greater world, secluded and

  self-contained.




  The alley was too narrow for us to walk side by side. Tiro followed behind me. From the direction of his voice I could tell that he kept glancing back over his shoulder. From the timbre of his

  voice I knew he was nervous. ‘Are there a lot of stabbings in this neighbourhood?’




  ‘In the Subura? Constantly. In broad daylight. That’s the fourth I know of this month, though it’s the first I’ve actually witnessed. The warmer weather brings it on. But

  it’s really no worse in the Subura than anywhere else. You can have your throat slit just as easily on the Palatine, or in the middle of the Forum, for that matter.’




  ‘Cicero says it’s Sulla’s fault.’ The sentence began boldly but ended with an oddly stifled catch. I didn’t have to see Tiro’s face to know it had reddened.

  Rash words, for a citizen to criticize our beloved dictator. Rasher still for his slave to repeat it carelessly. I should have let the matter drop, but my curiosity was piqued.




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




  ‘Cicero is wrong, you know, if that’s what he thinks – that all the crime and chaos in Rome is Sulla’s fault. Bloodshed in the streets hardly began with Sulla –

  though Sulla has certainly contributed his share of it.’ There, I had put my foot onto thin ice myself. Still Tiro did not respond. Walking behind me, not having to meet my eyes, he could

  simply pretend not to hear. Slaves learn early to feign convenient deafness and a wandering mind. I could have stopped and turned around to face him, but that would have been making too much of the

  matter.




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




  ‘Most people credit Sulla with having restored order to Rome. At a very high price perhaps, and not without a blood-bath – but order is order, and there’s nothing a Roman

  values more highly. But I take it Cicero has another view?’




  Tiro said nothing. The narrow street wound to the left and right, making it impossible to see more than a few feet ahead. Occasionally we passed a doorway or a window, slightly recessed in the

  wall, always shut. We could hardly have been more alone.




  ‘Of course Sulla is a dictator,’ I said. ‘That chafes the Roman spirit: We are all free men – at least those of us who aren’t slaves. But after all, a

  dictator isn’t a king; so the lawmakers tell us. A dictatorship is perfectly legal, so long as the Senate approves. For emergencies only, of course. And only for a set period of time. If

  Sulla has kept his powers for almost three years now instead of the legally prescribed one – well, then, perhaps that’s what offends your master. The untidiness of it.’




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




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




  That finally stirred him up. ‘No! Cicero always speaks his mind – he’s as unafraid to say what he thinks as you are. And he knows a great deal more about politics than you seem

  to think. But he’s not foolhardy. Cicero says: Unless a man is well versed in the arts of rhetoric, then the words he utters in a public place will quickly fly out of his control, like leaves

  on the wind. An innocent truth can be twisted in a fatal lie. That’s why he forbids me to speak of politics outside his household. Or with untrustworthy strangers.’




  That put me in my place. Tiro’s silence and anger both were justified; I had deliberately baited him. But I didn’t apologize, not even in the roundabout and stuffy manner that free

  men sometimes use to apologize to slaves. Anything that might give me a clearer picture of Cicero before I met him was worth the trifling expense of offending his slave. Besides, one should know a

  slave very well before letting him know that his insolence pleases you.




  We walked on. The Narrows widened just enough to let two walk abreast. Tiro caught up with me a bit, but not enough to walk side by side with me, keeping a formal distance behind and to my left.

  We reentered the Subura Way near the Forum. Tiro indicated that it would be quicker to walk directly through the Forum rather than around it. We passed through the heart of the city, the Rome that

  visitors think of, with its magnificent courts and fountains, temples and squares, where the law is made and the greatest gods are worshipped in their finest houses.




  We passed by the Rostra itself, the high pedestal decorated with the beaks of captured ships, from which orators and advocates plead the greatest cases in Roman law. Nothing more was said of the

  dictator Sulla, yet I could not help but wonder if Tiro was thinking, as I was, of the scene at this very spot only a year before, when the heads of Sulla’s enemies lined the Forum, hundreds

  every day, stricken from their bodies and mounted on stakes. The blood of his victims still showed as rusty stains against the otherwise white, unblemished stone.
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  As Tiro had said, Cicero’s house was considerably smaller than my own. Its exterior was almost self-consciously modest and sedate, a single-storey structure without a

  single ornament. The face it presented to the street was utterly blank, nothing more than a wall of saffron stucco pierced by a narrow wooden door.




  The apparent modesty of Cicero’s home signified little. We were, of course, in one of the most expensive neighbourhoods in Rome, where size gives little indication of wealth. Even the

  smallest house here might be worth the price of a block of villas in the Subura. Besides that, the wealthier classes of Rome have traditionally shunned any display of ostentation in their homes, at

  least as regards the exterior. They claim this is a matter of good taste. I suspect it has more to do with their fear that a vulgar show of wealth might kindle jealousy among the mob. Consider also

  that a costly decoration on the outside of a house is far easier to carry off than the same decoration safely displayed somewhere inside.




  Such austerity and restraint have never ceased to be regarded as ideal. Even so, in my own lifetime I have seen a definite veering towards public opulence. This is notably true among the young

  and ambitious, especially those whose fortunes flowered in the wake of the civil war and Sulla’s triumph. They add a second storey; they build porticoes upon their roofs. They instal statuary

  imported from Greece.




  Nothing of the sort appeared on the street where Cicero lived. Decorum reigned. The houses turned their backs upon the street, facing inward, having nothing to say to any stranger who might

  wander by, reserving their secret life for those privileged to enter within.




  The street was short and quiet. There were no markets at either end, and wandering vendors apparently knew better than to disturb the silence. Grey paving stones underfoot, pale blue sky above,

  faded stucco stained by rain and cracked by heat on either side; no other colours were allowed, least of all green – not a single unruly weed could be seen sprouting through the cobbles or

  springing up beside a wall, much less a flower or a tree. The very air, rising odourless and hot from the paving stones, breathed the sterile purity of Roman virtue.




  Even in the midst of such restraint, the house of Cicero was particularly austere. In an ironic way it was so unassuming that it actually drew attention to itself – there, one might

  say, there is the ideal dwelling for a wealthy Roman of the most rarefied Roman virtue. The little house looked so modest and so narrow that one might have assumed it to be the home of a

  once-wealthy Roman matron, now widowed and in reduced circumstances; or perhaps the town house of a rich country farmer who came to the city only for occasional business, never to entertain or

  enjoy a holiday; or perhaps (and so it was, in fact) such an austere house on such an unassuming street might belong to a young bachelor of substantial means and old-fashioned values, a citified

  son of country parents poised to seek his fortune among Rome’s higher circles, a young man of stern Roman virtue so sure of himself that even youth and ambition could not lure him into the

  vulgar missteps of fashion.




  Tiro rapped upon the door.




  A few moments later a grey-bearded slave opened it. Afflicted by some palsy, the old man’s head was in constant motion, nodding up and down and tilting from side to side. He took his time

  in recognizing Tiro, peering and squinting and extending his head on its slender neck in turtle fashion. The nodding never ceased. Finally he smiled a toothless smile and stepped aside, pulling the

  door wide open.




  The foyer was in the shape of a semicircle with its straight wall to our backs. The curving wall before us was pierced by three doorways, each flanked by slender columns and capped with a

  pediment. The corridors beyond were concealed by curtains of rich red fabric, embroidered along the bottom with an acanthus motif in yellow. Standing Grecian lamps at either corner and a floor

  mosaic of no great distinction (Diana in pursuit of a boar) completed the decoration. It was as I had expected. The vestibule was adequately restrained and tasteful so as not to contradict the

  sternness of the stucco facade, yet so expensively appointed as to belie any impression of poverty.




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

  like a cork on gentle waves.




  ‘An old family retainer?’ I asked. I waited until he had passed from sight, and kept my voice low. Obviously the old man’s ears were sharper than his eyes, for he had heard

  well enough to answer the door; and it would have been rude to talk about him in his presence, as if he were a slave, for he was not. I had noticed the ring of manumission upon his finger, marking

  him a freedman and citizen.




  ‘My grandfather,’ Tiro answered, with more than a little pride in his voice, ‘Marcus Tullius Tiro.’ He craned his neck and looked towards the doorway, as if he could see

  through the red curtain to watch the old man’s shuffling progress down the corridor. The embroidered bottom edge of the curtain wavered slightly, lifted by a breeze. Thus I deduced that the

  hallway to the left led somehow to fresh air and sky, probably to the atrium at the heart of the house, where presumably Master Cicero was taking comfort in the heat of the morning.




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




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




  ‘And how long ago did your master free him?’ I asked, for it was Cicero’s first and family names that the old man now bore in addition to his old slave name: Marcus Tullius

  Tiro, freed by Marcus Tullius Cicero. Such is the tradition, that an emancipated slave will take the first two names of the man who frees him, giving them precedence to his own.




  ‘Going on five years now. Cicero’s grandfather back in Arpinum owned him until that time. Owned me as well, though I’ve always been with Cicero, since we both were boys. The

  old master transferred ownership as a gift when Cicero completed his studies and set up his own household here in Rome. That was when Cicero freed him. Cicero’s grandfather would never have

  bothered. He doesn’t believe in manumission, no matter how old a slave becomes, no matter how long or how well he serves a master. The Tullius family may have come from Arpinum, but

  they’re Roman to the core. They’re a very stern and old-fashioned family.’




  ‘And you?’




  ‘Me?’




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




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




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




  ‘Doesn’t every slave?’ There was no bitterness in Tiro’s voice, only a pale and unassuming note of sadness, a particular melancholy I had met before. I knew then, in that

  instant, that young Tiro was one of those slaves, naturally intelligent and brought up amid wealth, who bears the curse of realizing how arbitrary and capricious are the whims of Fortune, which

  make one man a slave all his life and another a king, when at root there is no discernible difference between them. ‘One of these days,’ he said quietly, ‘when my master is

  established, when I’m older. Anyway, what’s the use of being free unless you want to start a family? It’s the only advantage I can see. And that’s something I don’t

  think about. Not often, anyway.’




  Tiro turned his face away, looking towards the doorway, staring at the spot where his grandfather had stepped through the curtain. He looked back at me and his face rearranged itself. It took me

  a moment to realize that he was smiling. ‘Besides,’ he said, ‘better to wait until my grandfather dies. Otherwise there’ll be two freedmen named Marcus Tullius Tiro, and how

  would men tell us apart?’




  ‘How do they tell you apart now?’




  ‘Tiro and Old Tiro, naturally.’ He smiled a more genuine smile. ‘Grandfather won’t answer to the name Marcus. He thinks it’s bad luck somehow if you call him that.

  Tempting the gods. Besides, he’s too old to get used to a new name, even if he is proud of it. And it’s no use calling him, anyway. These days he’ll answer the door and

  that’s about it. He can take a very long time. I think my master likes it that way. Cicero thinks it’s good manners to keep guests waiting at the door, and even better manners to keep

  them pacing here in the anteroom, at least on a first visit, while Old Tiro announces them.’




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




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




  At length Old Tiro returned, lifting the curtain for his master. How shall I describe Marcus Tullius Cicero? The beautiful all look alike, but a plain man is plain according to his own

  peculiarity. Cicero had a large forehead, a fleshy nose, and thinning hair. He was of medium height, with a thin chest, narrow shoulders, and a long neck with a prominent knob protruding from the

  gullet. He looked considerably older than his twenty-six years.




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




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




  And in the next instant dismayed when Cicero opened his mouth to speak. He said only two words, but that was enough. The voice that came from his throat was high and grating. Tiro, with his

  sweet modulations, should have been the orator. Cicero had a voice fit for an auctioneer or a comic actor, a voice as peculiar as his name. ‘This way,’ he said, indicating that we

  should follow him through the red curtain.




  The hallway was quite short, hardly a hallway at all. We walked between unadorned walls for only a few paces, and then both walls ended. To the right was a broad curtain of pale yellow gauze, so

  fine I could see straight through it into the small but immaculately kept atrium beyond. Open to the sun and sky, the atrium was like a well carved out of the house, a reservoir spilling over with

  heat and light. At its centre a tiny fountain splashed. The gauzy curtain rippled and billowed gently, like a mist disturbed by a puff of air, like a living membrane sighing at the slightest

  breeze.




  Facing the atrium was a large, airy room lit by narrow windows set high in the ceiling. The walls were of white plaster. The furniture was all of dark polished wood in rustic designs,

  embellished by subtle flourishes of woodwork, silver clasps, and inlays of mother-of-pearl, carnelian, and lapis.




  The room was filled with an astonishing number of scrolls. This was Cicero’s library and his study. Such rooms are often the most intimate in the homes of wealthy men, revealing more about

  their owners than do bedchambers or dining rooms, which are the domain of women and slaves. It was a private room, indelibly marked by its owner, but a public room as well – testifying to

  this were the number of chairs scattered about, some of them pulled close together, as if they had just been vacated by a huddled group of visitors. Cicero gestured to a group of three chairs,

  seated himself, and indicated that we should do likewise. What kind of man greets guests in his library rather than in his dining room or veranda? A man with Greek pretensions, I thought. A

  scholar. A lover of knowledge and wisdom. A man who would open a conversation with a total stranger with a gambit such as this:




  ‘Tell me something, Gordianus the Finder – have you ever considered murdering your father?’
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  What must my face have looked like? I suppose I gave a start, winced, looked askance. Cicero saw all and smiled in that demure way that orators smile whenever they successfully

  manipulate an audience. Actors (I have known more than a few) feel much the same sort of satisfaction, the same thrill of power. The herdsman reveals the truth to Oedipus, and with a single word

  elicits gasps of shock and dismay from a thousand throats, all responding on cue. Behind his mask the herdsman smiles and makes his exit.




  I pretended to gaze with an abstracted air at some nearby scrolls; I could see from the corner of my eye that Cicero still watched me, intent on gauging my every reaction. Orators think they can

  control everyone and everything with their words. I strained to bleed every hint of expression from my face.




  ‘My father,’ I began, and then had to pause to clear my throat, hating the interruption, for it seemed a sign of weakness. ‘My father is already dead, esteemed Cicero. He died

  many years ago.’ The mischief in his eyes receded. He frowned.




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




  ‘None was taken.’




  ‘Good.’ After a suitable interval the frown vanished. The look of mischief returned. ‘Then you won’t mind if I pose the same question again – purely as a

  hypothetical matter, of course. Suppose then, only suppose, that you had a father you wished to be rid of. How would you go about it?’




  I shrugged. ‘How old is the old man?’




  ‘Sixty, perhaps sixty-five.’




  ‘And how old am I – hypothetically speaking?’




  ‘Perhaps forty.’




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




  Cicero nodded. ‘Simply wait, you mean. Sit back. Relax. Allow nature to take its course. Yes, that would be the easiest way. And perhaps, though not necessarily, the safest. Certainly,

  it’s what most people would do, confronted with another person whose existence they can hardly bear – especially if that person is older or weaker, especially if he happens to be a

  member of the family. Most especially if he happens to be one’s father. Bear the discomfort and be patient. Let it be resolved by time. After all, no one lives forever, and the young usually

  outlive their elders.’




  Cicero paused. The yellow gauze gently rose and fell as if the whole house exhaled. The room was flooded with heat. ‘But time can be something of a luxury. Certainly, if one waits long

  enough, an old man of sixty-five will eventually expire on his own – though he may be an old man of eighty-five before that happens.’




  He rose from his chair and began to pace. Cicero was not a man to orate while sitting still. I would later come to see his whole body as a sort of engine – the legs deliberately pacing,

  the arms in motion, the hands shaping ponderous gestures, the head tilting, the eyebrows oscillating up and down. None of these movements was an end in itself. Instead they were all connected

  together somehow, and all subservient to his voice, that strange, irritating, completely fascinating voice – as if his voice were an instrument and his body the machine that produced it; as

  if his limbs and digits were the gears and levers necessary to manufacture the voice that issued from his mouth. The body moved. The voice emerged.




  ‘Consider,’ he said – a tilt of the head, a subtle flourish of the hand – ‘an old man of sixty-five, a widower living alone in Rome. Not at all the reclusive type.

  He’s quite fond of going to dinners and parties. He loves the arena and the theatre. He frequents the baths. He even patronizes – I swear it, at sixty-five! – the neighbourhood

  brothel. Pleasure is his life. As for work, he’s retired. Oh, there’s money to spare. Valuable estates in the countryside, vineyards and farms – but he doesn’t bother with

  that any more. He’s long left the work of running things to someone younger.’




  ‘To me,’ I said.




  Cicero smiled slightly. Like all orators, he hated any interruption, but the question proved that I was at least listening. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘hypothetically speaking. To you. To

  his hypothetical son. As for the old man, his own life is now devoted solely to pleasure. In its pursuit he walks the streets of the city at all hours of the day and night, attended only by his

  slaves.’




  ‘He has no bodyguard?’ I said.




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




  ‘Armed?’




  ‘Probably not.’




  ‘My hypothetical father is asking for trouble.’




  Cicero nodded. ‘Indeed. The streets of Rome are hardly the place for any decent citizen to go gadding about in the middle of the night. Especially an older man. Especially if he has the

  look of money about him, and no armed guard. Foolhardy! Taking his life into his hands, day by day – such an old fool. Sooner or later he’ll come to no good end, or so you think. And

  yet, year after year he keeps up this outrageous behaviour, and it comes to nothing. You begin to think that some invisible demon or spirit must be looking after him, for he never comes to harm.

  Never once is he robbed. Not once is he even threatened. The worst that occurs is that he may be accosted by a beggar or a drunkard or some vagrant whore late at night, and these he can easily

  handle with a coin or a word to his slaves. No, time seems not to be cooperating. Left to his own devices, the old man may very well live forever.’




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




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




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




  ‘Excellent. Probably better than yours. And why not? Everyone is always saying how overworked you are, running the estates, raising your family, working yourself into an early grave

  – while the old man hasn’t a care in the world. All he does is enjoy himself. In the morning he rests. In the afternoon he plans his evening. In the evening he stuffs himself with

  expensive food, drinks to excess, carouses with men half his age. The next morning he recovers at the baths and begins all over again. How is his health? I told you, he still patronizes the local

  whorehouse.’




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




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




  ‘Politics?’ I offered.




  Cicero ceased his pacing for a moment, smiled, and then resumed. ‘Politics,’ he said. ‘Yes, in these days, in Rome – politics could certainly kill a man more quickly and

  surely than high living or a whore’s embrace or even a midnight stroll through the Subura.’ He spread his hands wide open in an orator’s despair. ‘Unfortunately, the old man

  is one of those remarkable creatures who manages to go through life without ever having any politics at all.’




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




  ‘Then say that he’s one of those men like a rabbit – charming, vacuous, harmless. Never attracting attention to himself, never giving offence. Not worth the bother of hunting,

  so long as there’s larger game afoot. Surrounded on every side by politics, like a thicket of nettles, yet able to slip through the maze without a scratch.’




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




  Cicero frowned. ‘Cleverness has nothing to do with it. The old man has no strategy except to slip through life with the least possible inconvenience. He’s lucky, that’s all.

  Nothing reaches him. The Italian allies rise in revolt against Rome? He comes from Ameria, a village that waits until the last moment to join the revolt, then reaps the first fruits of the

  reconciliation; that’s how he became a citizen. Civil war between Marius and Sulla, then between Sulla and Cinna? The old man wavers in his loyalty – a realist and an opportunist like

  most Romans these days – and emerges like the delicate maiden who traverses a raging stream by hopping from stone to stone without even getting her sandals wet. Those who have no opinions are

  the only people safe today. A rabbit, I tell you. If you leave it to politics to put him in danger, he’ll live to be a hundred.’




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

  some influential family. Who are his patrons?’




  Cicero laughed. ‘Even there he chooses the blandest, safest possible family to ally himself with – the Metelli. Sulla’s in-laws – or at least they were until Sulla

  divorced his fourth wife. And not just any of the Metelli, but the oldest, the most inert, and endlessly respectable of its many branches. Somehow or other he ingratiated himself to Caecilia

  Metella. Have you ever met her?’




  I shook my head.




  ‘You will,’ he said mysteriously. ‘No, politics will never kill this old man for you. Sulla may fill up the Forum with heads on sticks, the Field of Mars may become a bowl of

  blood tipping into the Tiber – you’ll still find the old man traipsing about after dark in the worst parts of town, stuffed from a dinner party at Caecilia’s, blithely on his way

  to the neighbourhood whorehouse.’




  Cicero abruptly sat down. The machine, it seemed, needed an occasional rest, but the cracked instrument continued to play. ‘So you see that fate will not cooperate in taking the odious old

  man off your hands. Besides, it may be that there’s some urgent reason that you want him dead – not just hatred or a grudge, but some crisis immediately at hand. You have to take action

  yourself.’




  ‘You suggest that I murder my own father?’




  ‘Exactly.’




  ‘Impossible.’




  ‘You must.’




  ‘Un-Roman!’




  ‘Fate compels you.’




  ‘Then – poison?’




  He shrugged. ‘Possibly, if you had the proper access. But you’re not an ordinary father and son, coming and going in each other’s household. There’s been some bitterness

  between you. Consider: the old man has his own town house here in Rome, and seldom sleeps anywhere else. You live at the old family home in Ameria, and on the rare occasions when business brings

  you into the city, you never sleep in your father’s house. You stay with a friend instead, or even at an inn – the quarrel between you runs that deep. So you don’t have easy

  access to the old man’s dinner before he eats it. Bribe one of his servants? Unlikely and highly uncertain – in a family divided, the slaves always choose sides. They’ll be far

  more loyal to him than to you. Poison is an unworkable solution.’
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