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For Mimi





Qui invitus servit, fit miser, servit tamen.

The unwilling slave grows wretched, but is still a slave.

– Publilius Syrus, Sententiae





 

 

 

 

I, Jacob, son of no one, father of no one, beloved of no one, a  slave, a whore, a cinaedus, a eunuch, a murderer, a pimp,  possibly a Jew, possibly a Syrian, possibly the silt of the Nile, a labourer, an overseer, a cripple, a consumptive, an abandoned piece of property, a weathered piece of driftwood discarded by a receding tide, the sole remaining resident of a deserted town in an abandoned province at the bleeding edge of a dying empire, set down this history of my life. It will never be finished, for who will write my ending? But then no one will ever read it, because it will undoubtedly die with me, and I am dying fast. It will not long outlast the swift corruption of my body, it will survive me only as long as this papyrus lasts, mouldering untended in a crumbling house, nibbled around the edges by rats, feasted upon by beetles and cockroaches, soaked by the rain coming through the rotting roof, then bleached into silence by the infrequent British sun when the roof is gone. Or perhaps it will simply disintegrate, the way that all the other books in this library in which I write have already begun to flake away into dust. If it can happen to Tacitus and Cicero and Juvenal and Seneca and even the emperors Julian and Marcus Aurelius, then why should it not happen to me? I am just another author no one will ever remember, and this is just another book that changes nothing.

But I make this promise to you, the unknown reader who will never read these words: I will never lie to you. My life may have been wanton, but my page is virtuous.
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An angry woman is boning a fish. She carves with a controlled rage, her fingers expert, her gestures unwasted. With a long,        sharp blade, she slices the fish behind the gills, unseams the spine, and lifts off the pink fillet. She scoops out the blue intestines and tosses them aside. Then she lifts the head with two fingers under the gills and swings the naked spine at me.

I am a nameless child in the shadows, legs akimbo on a cracked flagstone in a corner of a kitchen. The fish head and its ladder of spine slither to a stop between my splayed legs. The fish’s mouth is ajar, as if surprised to find itself naked on the floor. I don’t know whether to laugh or cry. Is this a game? Maybe, maybe not. The fish’s clouded eye fixes itself on my startled face, as if to warn me.

‘It’s you she’s angry at,’ it says.

The kitchen is full of shadow and stifling heat. It smells of smoke, onions and garlic, stale oil, and, yes, fish. Years of hot southern spices are baked into the blackened walls, a tang I can still feel in my sinuses. Along the back of a cement countertop are bottles of seasoning and spice, battered pots and pans, canisters of chickpeas and dried figs, and stained jars of olive oil, vinegar, honey, and garum. Above the countertop, hanging from hooks, are knives, tongs, a spatula, more knives, two ladles, assorted spoons. On a masonry cooktop along the adjacent wall, an iron pot is already on the boil. The morning’s fire smoulders in the firebox below, red seams glowing in the ash. The only light comes through a low, square doorway, and beyond the doorway sunlight pours straight down into a kitchen garden, a knee-high jungle where chickens jerk their heads this way and that among the drooping leaves of heat-wearied plants. Beyond the garden is a whitewashed wall almost too bright to look at, and above the wall, a sky of flawless cerulean. Even now, after having lived most of my life under milky, shifting, inconstant British skies, the adamantine blue of that Spanish sky is still my Platonic ideal of the firmament – cloudless, boundless, depthless, perfect. It is the sky I would expect to see in heaven, if there actually were a heaven, and if I had any hope of going there.

Down the centre of the narrow kitchen is a stout wooden table, unsteady, unpainted, and crosshatched with knife cuts. Hunched over the table is the woman who is angrily boning fish. Under the table I see the ragged hem of her skirt. Her dirty toes clench and unclench against the flagstones as she eviscerates another. I have earlier memories than this, but they are just fragments – sunlight glittering on the sea, pellets of cat shit on a wooden floor, the smell of almond blossoms. This is my first coherent memory. It is the start of my story, and like all the best stories, says Horace, it begins in medias res. So when the serpentine head and spine of another fish skid to a stop near me, I am startled, but I do not cry. I already seem to have known not to protest. I already seem to know what will happen if I do.

‘Still angry,’ says the second fish head. ‘And it’s still you.’

In the stifling twilight of the kitchen, the woman’s pale face shines with sweat. Her abundant hair is tied back in a bun, and the light through the doorway picks out unruly red strands round her face. She wears a blackened iron collar round her neck. She never looks in my direction, which is another way I know she’s angry at me. Yet somehow the fish heads continue to land with unerring aim between my legs, a little boneyard of staring eyes and twisted spines. She knows where I am. She just doesn’t want to look at me.

A shadow flickers past the doorway. I turn. There is nothing but sunlight glaring off the garden wall, a chicken bobbing her head, and leaves curling in the heat. I shift my gaze back to the woman, as she drives her blade into the next hapless fish. Then the light dims again. A sharply defined silhouette sways in the doorway, a man with bare legs and a short tunic. As I blink at him out of my dark corner, he steadies himself with a hand to either side of the door.

‘Is this the pisser?’ He breathes heavily through his mouth, as if he has just struggled up a hill.

The woman straightens, one hand on the tabletop. ‘This is the kitchen.’ She points with the knife. ‘The latrine’s next door.’

The man looks away, but he does not leave. He isn’t tall, but the door is so low, the top of his head nearly brushes the lintel. Against the glare I can’t make out his face or tell what colour his tunic is, but I can hear his laboured breathing. I see his legs trembling under him as if he has just put down a heavy weight. I hear the snick snick snick of the blade against the tabletop as the woman expertly savages another fish and stubbornly ignores the man. Then he draws a deep breath and pulls himself through into the kitchen. Light pours in after him. Now I can see he has tangled black hair and a patchy beard. Under the table I see his shoes. One of the straps has broken, and he has repaired it himself, tugging the two ends into a tight knot. His legs wobble as he stumbles across the flagstones toward the woman. She draws a breath, turns to face him, and stands as tall as she can. She sets her feet flat, she splays her dirty toes. Beneath the table I see the hand holding the knife slip into a fold of her skirt.

‘What’s your name?’ The man stands close enough to breathe on her, and she turns her face away. He is only a little taller than she is. He lifts an unsteady hand and curls one of her flyaway hairs round his finger. She jerks her head away and steps back. But drunk as he is, he’s quick, and before she can lift the knife, he’s caught her round the waist and swung behind her, clutching both her wrists. He doubles her over the edge of the table and squeezes one wrist against the tabletop until she grunts in pain and lets go of the knife. She pushes back against him, and he slams her against the table again and knocks the breath out of her.

‘You want one of the wolves upstairs,’ she gasps. ‘I’m Focaria.’

‘I have money,’ he mumbles, ‘I can pay,’ and he grasps her round the waist with one hand while he claws her skirt up with the other, handful by handful. Under the table Focaria’s toes clench as her heels are lifted off the floor. The man tenses his calves. He grinds the soles of his shoes into the flagstone. Focaria says nothing, her nostrils flared, her lips pressed bloodlessly together. With one hand she tries to find purchase on the tabletop among the slippery fish guts, with the other she reaches for the knife, but the man drops her skirt long enough to flick it off the table. The knife clatters against the floor, and Focaria cries out wordlessly as he shoves his hand again up her skirt.

If this is another game, it frightens me. Their scuffling and grunting bring me to the cusp of tears, but I’m too breathless to cry. Then, with a great hollow thump, the table lurches toward me. To keep from falling, the man lets go of Focaria and throws himself back on his heels. She falls to her knees, and while the man wobbles on his feet like a round-bottomed pot, she scuttles away under the table.

Now I do start to cry, and for the first time, the man notices me. ‘What’s this?’ He sways toward me, one hand on the table, one touching the wall. He fills my vision, a faceless silhouette against the glare from the doorway. I cry even louder. He stoops and catches me between two blunt and callused hands, and he lifts me, howling, high off the floor. He reeks of wine and sweat.

‘Who are you?’ he says.

Now there’s a question! Writing this memory now, at the opposite end of my life, I can only be impressed in retrospect at the man’s drunken perspicacity. In vino veritas, you long-dead bastard.

‘What are you?’ He lifts me over his head and peers under my tunic, then he glances back where Focaria was a moment ago. ‘He’s too dark to belong to you.’

I squirm and scream, and he hoists me at arm’s length so that my hands and feet don’t strike him in the face. Swaying up near the blackened rafters, from a vantage I’ve never known before, I see the furthest horizons of my world and everything in it: the blazing doorway, the grimy walls, the scarred and slimy table. The cement counter, the masonry cooktop, the flagstones littered with fish heads. The poker and the little iron shovel and the leather bellows propped against the oven. The figure of a woman crouching in the far corner.

‘Maybe he wants to watch,’ the man laughs. ‘Maybe he’ll learn something.’

He turns, looking for Focaria, just in time to see a blur of pale face and flyaway hair as she charges out of the corner with the boning knife in her fist, thrusting up from her waist. The man shouts and twists away from her. His heel catches on a fish head, his feet fly out from under him, and he drops me as he lands on his backside. I scream as Focaria drags me out of the way by my arm. Propped on his hands, the man scrabbles for footing, but all he catches are fish heads. As skilfully as a street fighter, Focaria flips the knife in her hand so that the blade is down, and she raises her arm high over her shoulder. Her eyes are glittering and terrifying. My only consolation is that her rage is directed at the man and not at me.

Then another hand, huge and hairy, jerks Focaria off her feet by the collar round her neck. She sprawls, gasping, as the knife spins away over the flagstones. A new shadow looms over me, bigger than the first man, and kicks me aside. He stoops, grabs the front of the first man’s tunic with both hands, and yanks him to his feet.

‘The slut tried to—’ the first man starts to say, but the new shadow, who is a head taller, slams him against the wall and pins the first man’s wrists over his head with one hand. With his other hand, the new man slices the first man’s face just under the eye with a short, sharp knife.

The cut man squeals. The hulking shadow drags him stumbling across the kitchen and flings him out the door. The first man flies into the sunlight and crashes through the plants in the garden, waving his arms, trying to keep his footing. The chicken erupts from the undergrowth, squawking and flapping, and the man recoils and crashes to the dirt.

The new shadow fills the door, dimming the kitchen again. Only a little light leaks around his broad back, his spreading gut, his thick calves.

‘Don’t come back,’ he says. ‘Next time I’ll face-fuck you and cut your throat.’ He wipes the blade of his knife with his fingers and slips it out of sight again.

‘My money . . .’ Among the trembling leaves the first man rises to his knees, one hand pressed to his cheek. ‘My money’s just as good as anybody else’s.’ Bright blood oozes through his fingers.

‘Fuck your money, you cunt-licker.’ The voice of the man in the doorway is rumbling and wet all at once. ‘I don’t need your fucking money.’

Between his legs, I see the first man stumble to his feet, trampling the plants around him. Somewhere out of sight, the chicken protests violently. The shadow in the doorway jerks his fist back, and the man in the garden staggers away, dripping blood on the wilting leaves. The new shadow turns back into the kitchen.

‘Audo . . .’ Focaria has pulled herself up by the edge of the table. In my corner, I am still howling like a dog.

The man Focaria calls Audo steps into the kitchen, and the light from the doorway falls across him. He has a fleshy, pushed-in face, a gut that strains over the belt of his tunic like a bloated wineskin, and meaty ankles mottled pink and white like hams. My gasping, desperate crying makes him scowl.

‘Make that be quiet,’ he says in his liquid rasp, pointing a blunt finger in my direction, ‘or I’ll send it back where it came from.’

‘I wish you would.’ Focaria rubs her throat where the collar bruised her. ‘What am I supposed to do with him?’

Now Audo looks at me. I can hear him breathing all the way across the kitchen. His eyes are like currants pushed into a bun, and under his black gaze I instinctively swallow my sobs and snot. I am learning one of my earliest lessons: a slave does not cry.

‘Put him to work,’ he says. ‘What’s the problem?’

Focaria sighs. She is a slave, too, but a more useful one than I am at this point in my life, so she has some slight licence for backchat.

‘Doing what?’ Her voice is steadier now. ‘He’s too young.’

Audo’s gaze narrows, and I fall completely silent. I am learning.

‘Hit him.’ This, I will learn, is Audo’s answer to everything. Audo is a hammer, and every problem is a nail. ‘A slave’s ears are on his back . . .’ he starts to say, but Focaria, testing the limits of her licence, finishes it for him.

‘. . . he only listens when you beat him,’ she says. ‘I know, Audo.’ She points at me. ‘But I could hit him all day long, and it won’t make any difference. He’s a child. He needs somebody to teach him, and when am I supposed to do that? I have to cook and clean and shop. I have to run food into the tavern every night. I have to fetch water and wine up to the wolves and carry away their fucking chamber pots. How am I supposed to do all that and –’ she jerks her head in my direction, but still does not look at me – ‘look after him?’

She starts to say more, but she catches herself. Audo has put his head down. As a necessary piece of equipment, Focaria is less likely to be hit than I am, but she is not exempt.

‘What do you want me to do?’ Audo lifts his head. ‘I’m not made of money.’ This is another of his favourite sayings. It’s what he says when he thinks he’s being reasonable. Focaria sometimes repeats it mockingly behind his back, mimicking his coarse accent and calling him ‘Pecunia’. Also behind his back, and never when he can hear her: ‘It’s not his fucking money, is it?’

Just now, though, she says, ‘Send one of the wolves down to look after him.’

‘One of the wolves?’

‘Why not?’ says Focaria. ‘When she’s not working.’ Her voice is tight. She knows she’s approaching the limits of his patience. ‘All they do is sleep in the morning.’

Audo drums the tabletop with his meaty fingers.

‘It doesn’t have to be the same one every day.’

Audo sighs massively, like a bull pawing the earth.

‘They can take turns. They can—’

Audo slams the table with both hands and makes it jump. Focaria breaks off and drops her gaze. He has not hit her, but such is the wonderful efficacy of violence that after a certain point, all you have to do is raise your hand to a dog, and it will cringe.

Yet Focaria seems to think she has one more inch of leeway. Under her breath, quickly, she says, ‘I can’t watch him every moment. If he hurts himself, you’ll beat me. If he dies, you’ll beat me. If I ask for help, you’ll beat me. What am I supposed to do?’

Audo glares at her across the table, or rather at the top of her lowered head. He swings his gaze to where I sit on the floor, blinking, silent, breathless. Then he looks away toward the garden, and his face catches some sunlight. I can see the grey in his coarse black hair. I can see the red blossoms on his flattened nose.

‘I’ll send Euterpe down,’ he says. ‘In the mornings.’

Still not looking at him, Focaria mutters something.

‘What?’ says Audo.

Focaria hunches her shoulders, as if expecting to be hit from behind.

‘Send Urania,’ she says, still staring at the tabletop. ‘Euterpe’s too scatter-brained.’

‘That was the old Euterpe,’ Audo says. ‘The new one’s not so stupid.’

‘Urania,’ Focaria insists. ‘How do I know the new Euterpe won’t kill him?’

‘It’ll be up to you to make sure she doesn’t.’

‘Then what’s the point,’ Focaria says, much too sharply, ‘if I have to watch them both?’

‘Enough!’ Audo roars.

Focaria cringes and clutches her elbows.

‘Do you want to go back to sucking cock under the aqueduct?’ he says.

‘No, Audo,’ whispers Focaria.

‘Then what do you say?’ says Audo.

It is settled. Euterpe is the best she’s going to get. Focaria works her lips until the words come. ‘Thank you, Audo.’

‘Right.’ He dips his head under the low lintel and squeezes into the garden. He stabs through the door once more with his finger. ‘And put him to work.’

Then he’s gone. Focaria sighs and lets her shoulders loosen. She stares sourly through the doorway, tallying the plants the first man trampled in the garden. The chicken clucks past, jerking its head, swivelling its wide yellow eye. I start to whimper again in the corner, still shocked and bruised from being grabbed, dropped, and kicked. Sighing again, Focaria pushes the table back to its original position. She bends over, picks up the boning knife, and jams it, quivering, into the tabletop. Then she stoops, picks me up, and perches me on the edge of the table. She stares intently into my face until my whimpers subside and my tears stop. She swipes the snot off my nose and chin and flicks it away. Then she takes my jaw in her fishy fingers, not brutally, but not tenderly either, and she searches my face as if she has never seen anything like me before. In the light from the doorway I see her red hair. I see the freckles across her nose and cheeks. I see the bruise darkening her throat where Audo jerked her by the collar. I see her blue eyes, as hard and depthless as the sky above the garden wall.

‘Your happy days are over,’ she says.

Overnight the horizon of my world doubled in size, spreading out from the dark, hot, smoky kitchen and into the steep sunlight and tangy fragrances of the tavern garden. This was a narrow strip of dirt where Focaria grew onions, garlic, carrots, and beets, as well as basil, thyme, rosemary, mint, and other spices. It was bounded on one side by the kitchen with its sloping roof and smoking chimney and by the latrine with its rattling door of uneven planks, and on the other by the bright wall with its peeling plaster and a stout wooden door that led to the unseen street. At one end of the garden loomed the wall of the tavern itself, with a low arch into the main room on the ground floor and three barred windows peering down from under the eaves of the second floor. At the other end of the garden was the blank wall of the shop next door, and against it the sweating, masonry water tank and the weedy woodpile. The chicken and a petulant rooster also lived here, printing the dirt with their claws and fertilizing it with their droppings.

More importantly, the population of my world expanded to include Euterpe, the wolf Audo assigned to be my tutor. Each morning after cockcrow, as the early sunlight crept along the garden wall, I squatted outside the kitchen door while Focaria banged about inside. I drank a cup of water and tore at a piece of day-old bread, waiting for Euterpe to appear in the tavern archway, yawning and stretching in her red gown, still wearing her smudged make-up from the night before. Her mask, she called it. Sometimes there were bruises on her face or upper arms or around her throat. She winced if I touched them, but she never lost her temper or pushed me away. I was her Pusus, her Little One, and she was the second woman I ever knew, after Focaria. You might even say that I was raised by a wolf, just like Romulus and Remus. And yet Euterpe was both a wolf and not a wolf. She was a Christian and not a Christian. She had the name of a Muse, but she was not a Muse. Euterpe was her name and not her name. She was my mother and not my mother.

In my earliest memory of her, we have already met, and we are nestled together against the cool bricks of the water tank. I already know her name, I already know the deep timbre of her voice, I already know the yielding warmth of her breasts. I know her smell of musk and sweat, of last night’s perfume, and of something else, which I will later come to know as sex. She sits with her back against the tank and I sit on her lap or rest between her knees, and she teaches me the names of things in the world beyond the garden. That is the sky, that is a cloud, that is the sun. She lifts my hand and we point at each thing in turn. That is the wall, and beyond the wall is a house, and on top of the house is a roof, and the roof is red. She identifies for me the sounds from beyond the wall, but this is harder for me to understand, because there’s nothing to point to. That’s the sound of someone walking, and she walks two fingers up my arm. Tapping her fingers faster, that’s someone running. That’s the sound of women talking, like we’re talking now. That’s a dog barking, making her fingers yap. That’s a mule braying, opening her mouth wide. That’s a man laughing, and she tickles me until I squirm with my own laughter.

Occasionally Focaria steps into the kitchen doorway and tosses slops into the dirt for the chickens or plucks some leaves from the herbs in the garden. Sometimes, though, she just stands in the door and watches us. When Euterpe or I look back, she withdraws instantly into the kitchen like a rat into her hole.

Euterpe mostly teaches me by telling me stories, and here is the first one I remember. It’s a story about the birds.

‘In the beginning,’ she says, her breath warm in my ear, ‘God gave each bird a choice. She could do one thing well, or she could have the ability to do many things, but not very well. Do you see that bird there?’

She lifts my hand to point at the scrawny, dirty-white fowl strutting on yellow feet between the rows of the garden, turning its angry yellow eye this way and that.

‘Chicken,’ I say.

‘Very good.’ She gives me a warm squeeze. ‘Now when God asked Chicken what she wanted to be able to do, Chicken said, “I want to be able to walk upon the ground, because that’s where the food is.” God granted her wish. And so Chicken walks upon the ground and eats all the worms and beetles she wants. Her choice was good, because she got what she asked for. But her choice is also bad, because she cannot fly. And so Chicken is enslaved by men, who steal her eggs every day and eat them. And she can’t escape the fox if he gets into the garden.’

I shift in her lap. I don’t know what a fox is, but I’m pretty sure I don’t want to be caught by one.

‘Don’t worry,’ Euterpe says. ‘You’re too big for a fox to eat. Now, do you see that bird way up high?’

We point together at another bird, with crescent wings and a split tail, darting to and fro against the hard blue of the sky, high above the red roof. ‘That’s a swift,’ she says. ‘Can you say “swift”?’

‘Swift.’ I follow it with my eyes as it streaks back and forth, up and down.

‘Very good.’ Another squeeze. ‘Now, when God asked Swift what she wanted to do better than anyone else, she said, “I want to be able to fly, so neither man nor the fox can ever catch me.” So God made Swift better at flying than any of the other birds.’ She lifts my hand again, and we sway together as we trace the darting flight of the swift. ‘Swift can never be enslaved, and she can never be caught by the fox.’

‘That’s good!’ I say.

‘But it’s also bad!’ Euterpe says. ‘Because Swift flies so well, she has no need of feet, and so she can’t walk upon the ground. And because she can’t walk upon the ground like Chicken, Swift can only eat what she can catch in the air. She must always be hunting. So Swift can fly, but she can never, ever rest.’

I look from the strutting chicken in the garden, a slave to men and prey to the fox, to the swift in the air, never able to catch her breath or sleep. It’s not much of a choice, and my lower lip trembles. Euterpe gives me another squeeze.

‘The story isn’t over, Pusus, there’s one more bird.’ She lifts my hand again. ‘Look.’ We point at a fat little bird atop the garden wall. It’s not as striking as the chicken or as fleet as the swift. It’s just a round, chestnut ball with another ball on top, with a short beak and a rusty red cap.

‘That’s Sparrow,’ she says. ‘Can you say his name?’

‘Sparrow.’

‘Good. Do you remember our story so far, Pusus?’

‘Chicken can walk but can’t fly. Swift can fly but can’t walk.’

‘Very good!’ Squeeze. ‘Now, what do you think Sparrow chose?’

I think it over. Unlike the strutting hen or the swooping swift, the sparrow just sits atop the wall and swivels his head. He rises slightly on his short legs, puffs out his chest, and lifts his blunt little beak. Then he settles, and he is once again a ball of feathers with a smaller ball on top. I look at Euterpe. She’s watching the sparrow with her bright brown eyes.

‘Remember,’ she says, ‘God told each bird she could choose to do one thing well, or she could choose to do many things, but none of them very well. Now luckily for Sparrow, he got to choose after Chicken and after Swift, and he learned from their mistakes. He learned that the best thing is to be able to fly and to walk.’

As if to prove her point, the sparrow rises up on his legs again and sidles one way along the wall and then the other. Then in a flash, he is aloft. He’s not as graceful as the looping swift, but in a flurry of wings, he has flown across the street and onto the peak of the red roof.

‘What’s the lesson?’ says Euterpe. ‘Can you guess?’

‘Sparrow can walk,’ I say, ‘and fly.’

‘Very good!’ Another squeeze. In my life so far, this is the best feeling I know.

‘Maybe Sparrow can’t walk as far as Chicken,’ Euterpe says, ‘but he can walk well enough to fill his belly. And maybe he can’t fly as quickly as Swift, but he can fly fast enough to escape the fox and keep from being enslaved by man.’

The chicken struts past us again. The swift streaks overhead. From the red roof beyond the wall, Sparrow looks down on them both, and on us.

‘Remember Sparrow, Little One,’ Euterpe murmurs in my ear. ‘He’s not excellent at anything, but just good enough at everything. It’s what the philosophers call the Golden Mean.’

‘What’s a phil . . . phil . . . ?’

‘Phil-oss-oh-fer.’

‘Is that another bird?’

Euterpe laughs. ‘A philosopher is not a bird, Little One. A philosopher is a person who helps other people learn by asking them questions.’

‘Are you a philosopher?’

Euterpe smiles. ‘Yes and no.’ She kisses the top of my head. ‘Remember the story of the birds.’ She touches her lips to my ear. ‘If you get to choose,’ she whispers, ‘be like Sparrow.’

Just like that, Sparrow became my secret namesake. Compact and self-contained, he perched atop the wall, he fluffed his feathers, he swivelled his head, he broke his short beak and chirped. In the days after Euterpe told me the story, I stopped sometimes to watch him from the garden, convinced that he was watching me back. I turned my own face from side to side the way he did, I looked at him with one eye and then the other, and I chirped at him in his own language, one Sparrow to another. Sometimes he just looked back, sometimes he chirped, but sometimes he replied by erupting into flight, his blurred wings beating the air as he rose, flying and flying and flying away from me, becoming a tiny outline of himself until he dissolved into the blue.

I’m a sparrow, too, I thought. Someday I’ll fly away.

Focaria and Euterpe and the birds weren’t the only residents of the garden. There was Audo, of course, and there were my aunties, the other four wolves who lived and worked upstairs in the tavern. Their names were a conceit of Granatus, our Dominus and the owner of the tavern. The grandson of a freedman and the son of a tanner, Granatus had properties and businesses all over town, the better to dispel the stink of the tannery. He had bought his way onto the city’s curia, and though he would never rise any higher, he had hopes that one or both of his sons might be elected aedile or duovir, or join the staff of the provincial governor, or, who knows, even become a senator. His older brother was the bishop of Carthago Nova, and thereby, at least unofficially, the most powerful man in the city.

Granatus had a bit of Greek, so he named his wolves after the Muses and called the tavern itself Helicon, after the traditional home of the Muses. He hired a sign painter to ink the name in big red letters on the wall outside, but if he thought these touches of Greek sophistication would attract a more elite clientele, he was mistaken. The punters were still mostly sailors and fishermen from the harbourside, freedmen and slaves who worked up and down the street, and a few of the local shopkeepers and merchants, looking for what they couldn’t get at home. The tavern also attracted seasonal grain harvesters and olive pickers, who spent all their wages in one night, as well as the farmers who came into market once or twice a year and spent a portion of their profits before taking the rest home to their wives. Long before I came to live there, it was so common along the street to call the tavern ‘Helicunt’ that it wasn’t even considered witty anymore. I didn’t know any of this yet, of course. It was a long time before I learned that Helicon was also a mountain in Greece, that a wolf was also a kind of animal, and that Clio, Thalia, Urania, Melpomene, and Euterpe had been goddesses long before they were whores in Carthago Nova.

Yawning, blinking, and hungover, the wolves came into the garden every morning to eat their breakfast of tavern leftovers from the night before. The morning was also their time to escape their cramped cells for a bit of fresh air and sunshine and to trade stories about the punters from the night before. Sometimes they sang together – the first music I ever heard – but sometimes they separated and went off on their own, just to be blessedly alone for a little while. At first, each one had a different name for me. Clio, a Gaul, called me Mouse, because I was small and brown and quick, I suppose. She was plump and ghostly pale, with limp, colourless hair, a mournful smile, and watchful eyes. Her shyness masked a streak of resentment that surfaced if one of the other wolves got something she didn’t. Of all the wolves, she smelled strongest of wine in the morning. She never knew what to say to me, but only patted my head at arm’s length and said, ‘What do you know, Mouse?’ Then she wrapped herself in her stained blue gown and settled into the thicket of ferns behind the stack of firewood. Here she hummed or sang wordlessly to herself, or caught up on her sleep, snoring gently with her mouth open.

The two youngest wolves, Thalia and Urania, were as inseparable as sisters, and they always sat together and groomed each other like cats – tweezing each other’s eyebrows, shaving each other’s legs, parting each other’s hair and pinching out the fleas. Thalia was compact and shapely in her yellow gown, and she was quick to laugh, quick to take offence, quick to forgive a moment later. She was an Egyptian and a Christian, and she spoke more tongues than the other wolves put together – Egyptian and Greek and Aramaic and Syrian, as well as Latin – which made her especially popular among the homesick sailors and other travellers who passed through Carthago Nova. She knew songs in each language, too, and when the wolves sang together in the garden in the morning, she led them in a clear, high voice until the others dropped away, closed their eyes, and just listened. She was dusky like me, and her hair was thick and glossy like mine, and so she called me Little Brother. Sometimes she chased me up and down the rows of the garden, calling out, ‘I’ll catch you, Little Brother! I’ll catch you and eat you up!’

Her friend Urania was the only wolf who came from Hispania, from a village nearby, sold into prostitution by her father, a pig farmer, to pay his imperial taxes. She was popular with the rustic punters, because her first language was the old tribal tongue, and she spoke Latin with the same rough accent they did. She was tall and bony, with a bent nose and sharp cheekbones and black, undulating hair, and her green gown hung from her as if from a scarecrow, accentuating her shoulder blades and her clavicles and the points of her hips. She seemed to watch the world as if from a great height, smiling slightly at things no one else thought were funny. She didn’t have a special name for me, but simply called me Pusus, like Audo and Focaria did. Usually she only watched as Thalia chased me up and down the garden, but sometimes she caught me, too, and turned me about between her long-fingered hands like a farmer evaluating a newborn piglet, as if trying to decide if I was going to survive or not.

‘Why don’t you sing with Thalia?’ I asked her once, and Urania looked at me gravely and said, ‘Because I croak like a frog.’

‘What’s a frog?’ I said, and she only smiled and turned me loose.

Even more than the rest of us, Urania was always hungry. While Thalia and I played in the garden, she often lingered outside the kitchen door and stared into the gloom with her sunken eyes. ‘You’ll eat when you’re fed,’ Focaria muttered, slicing an onion as if she were cutting someone’s throat. But then Urania, glancing over her shoulder for Audo and not seeing him, stretched her long arm through the door and rapped the kitchen table with the edge of a coin. Without turning round, Focaria reached back and palmed the coin, then reached back again with a piece of dry bread or a handful of olives. Stooping through the door, Urania stuffed the bread or olives into her mouth, swallowed it whole, then folded herself out the door again.

Melpomene, the fifth wolf, called me Antiochus, because I may or may not have been a Syrian, and up to seven of the old kings of Syria had been called Antiochus. Behind her back, the others called her ‘Queen of the Wolves’, partly because she was shockingly old, partly because she was a freedwoman, and partly because of her superior manner. A couple of years before, when she had turned thirty, the minimum legal age for manumission, she had persuaded Dominus to let her purchase her freedom. He’d wanted to sell her to defray the cost of a younger Melpomene, but she had offered him instead more money than she was likely to have fetched on the slaver’s block. Over the years, by giving each punter a little something extra and then persuading him to tip her a coin or two more than what he’d already paid Audo, she had saved enough – coin by coin, fellation by fellation, fuck by fuck – to buy herself. She had even raised enough to pay the emperor’s tax on manumission. Most surprisingly, she made a deal with Dominus to stay on at Helicon and continue to work as a wolf. She had calculated that it was cheaper to rent her old cell and pay for her meals than it would have been to set herself up in her own crib on the street. Her regulars knew where to find her at Helicon. On her own, she’d have had to start again from scratch.

Punters paid Audo up front to have one of the other wolves, but Melpomene accepted her own money in her cell upstairs. Unlike the other wolves, who were slaves, she could leave the tavern anytime she wanted to – properly covered up in her mantle – and buy things for herself. She kitted out her cell with cheap drapery and scented candles and doused herself with more expensive oils and perfumes than the other wolves were able to. Where the others shared a single, cloudy hand mirror and an old, mismatched set of grooming implements of tin and lead, Melpomene had her own mirror, combs, and razor, as well as a kit of tweezers, brushes, and an earwax spoon, all made of silver and wrapped in a wallet of soft leather. She was the only wolf to wear a gown of white cotton, and the only one to wear jewellery – rings and bracelets of bronze, necklaces of glass beads and amber, and earrings that looked like gold but almost certainly weren’t. She sometimes told punters she was a senator’s daughter from Rome, and once a week she came back from the hairdresser’s with her unnaturally yellow hair piled high above her head like a lady’s. She was fine-boned and sharp-nosed and highly strung, with wide eyes and a pointed chin, and she often reacted to whatever happened or whatever was said to her after half a beat, like an actor milking a moment on stage. Now that she was a renter and not a slave, Audo no longer beat her, and though Dominus had made a rule that Audo was supposed to pay for his sex like any other punter, Melpomene was the only wolf he actually, grudgingly paid.

Behind her back, the other wolves said she made up in showmanship and enthusiasm what she lacked in beauty or youth.

‘She dyes it,’ Clio said about her hair. ‘Every time she goes to the hairdresser, it comes back a different colour.’

‘The gown’s second-hand,’ said Urania. ‘She bought it off a grave robber.’

‘Oh, please,’ said Thalia. ‘I’m more Roman than she is.’

‘Don’t laugh,’ said Euterpe, who tried never to be unkind to anyone, even behind her back. ‘We’d do it, too, if we could afford it. When a punter has Mel, he can pretend he’s fucking his Domina.’

Once a week, all five wolves came into the garden for their weekly cup of atocium, a herbal concoction to prevent pregnancy and induce menses. Focaria brewed it with rue and dill from the garden, sometimes with raw egg added at the last moment to make it less bitter. Audo supervised, if only to keep the occasion from turning into a party. Today, the wolves gather just outside the kitchen, stretching in the last cool moment before the day’s heat. They talk in low voices, sneaking glances all the while at Audo. But he only leans against the tavern wall and absently bites his nails. As always, he smells of wine and unwashed armpit.

I’m excited, because all the people I know in the world are in one place, and I scamper from one to the other, trying to attract attention. Only Thalia pays me any mind. She extends her hand and lets me swing at the end of her arm.

‘Who had the groaner last night?’ she murmurs over my head.

‘A groaner?’ Clio widens her eyes. ‘What do you mean, a groaner?’

Thalia glances at Audo, who is gnawing on the nail of his little finger. In a low voice, she moans. ‘Ohhhhhh.’ She lowers her chin. ‘Ohhhhhhhhhhh,’ she says a bit more dramatically. All the wolves laugh quietly.

‘Was that what it sounded like?’ whispers Clio.

‘Like he was dying?’ says Euterpe.

‘Like he was already dead,’ says Thalia, letting me swing.

‘That one was mine.’ Urania smiles to herself. ‘He wasn’t quite dead.’ More discreet laughter.

‘He sounded like he was dead?’ says Clio. ‘What does that sound like?’

Urania and Thalia exchange a glance, and together they groan, ‘Ohhhhhhhhhh!’ They dip their heads and laugh.

Melpomene is watching Audo. ‘Not so loud,’ she says under her breath.

‘What were you doing to him?’ whispers Euterpe.

‘Nothing special.’ Urania shrugs. ‘I thought he was going to burst into tears.’

‘I didn’t hear him.’ Clio, always afraid of missing out. ‘Did you hear him?’ she asks Euterpe, who shakes her head.

Melpomene, a little apart, suggests, ‘He sounded like a professional mourner.’

‘And about as convincing,’ murmurs Thalia, and they all laugh again, even Melpomene.

‘Quiet,’ grumbles Audo, but he makes no move away from the wall. It’s bad for business for the wolves to laugh openly at the punters, but in the privacy of the garden, even he doesn’t think it’s worth exerting himself over. As violent as he is with each wolf individually, he usually scruples not to strike them when they are all together. Meanwhile, I keep tugging on Thalia’s arm, and she keeps ignoring me.

‘Was he young?’ Euterpe asks.

‘No,’ says Urania, ‘he was old.’

‘Older than us,’ says Thalia, ‘or old old?’

‘Old enough to be my shit of a father,’ says Urania. ‘I had to help him get started.’ She thrusts her little finger in and out of her mouth.

‘Maybe he thought you were going to bite it off,’ says Thalia.

I tug harder on her arm and call her name. ‘Thalia! Thalia!’

‘I wish I had,’ Urania says. ‘I thought he was never going to come.’

I yank on Thalia’s arm – ‘Thalia!’ – and she snaps, ‘Stop it!’ and jerks her hand away. I land on my backside in the dirt, but before I can start to cry, Euterpe catches me up and balances me on her hip, my legs around her waist. She rocks me from side to side. ‘I didn’t hear him,’ she says.

‘I didn’t hear him, either,’ says Clio.

‘I’m not surprised,’ says Melpomene. ‘You make so much noise yourself, gasping and grunting.’

Thalia and Urania glance at each other. Euterpe says, ‘Really, Mel . . .’

Clio gets red in the face. ‘You can’t talk to me like that.’

Audo looks up from his fingernails but says nothing.

‘You wheeze like an old mule carrying a sack of wheat up a hill,’ Melpomene announces. ‘That’s not what a man wants to hear when he’s in the saddle.’

Clio sputters, and Euterpe says, ‘That’s unfair, Mel.’ I tug at Euterpe’s springy hair and she gently flicks my hand away. ‘You get to pick and choose.’

Audo grunts and shifts against the wall. He is flexing his right hand. On the back of it, under the black hair, is the faded blue tattoo of an eagle with its wings spread. One day Focaria will explain to me that this is a sign that Audo used to be a soldier. ‘Watch out for the eagle,’ the wolves sometimes warn each other, or, ‘The eagle’s on the hunt,’ on those days when Audo is in a worse mood than usual. Now he squeezes his fist and flexes the eagle’s wings, and the wolves fall silent and stare at the ground. Riding on Euterpe’s hip, not understanding what the silence means, I seize my opportunity.

‘Ohhhhhh,’ I say in my piping little voice.

Thalia and Urania start to laugh behind their hands. Clio gasps. Melpomene widens her eyes. Euterpe looks sidelong at me.

‘Ohhhhhhhhhh.’ I have no idea what it means. I only know it makes them laugh when Thalia does it.

I draw a breath to groan again, but now they are all staring at me, even Audo, and I shrink against Euterpe. All the wolves burst into laughter, even Melpomene.

‘Mouse!’

‘Little One!’

‘Listen to you, Antiochus!’

‘Little pitchers have big ears!’

‘He’s more convincing!’ says Thalia, and they all laugh again. Even Audo represses a smile, and I bury my face in Euterpe’s spicy neck.

‘What’s so funny?’ Focaria, in the kitchen door, dangles a small black kettle from one hand and a tin cup in the other. She is not laughing. The wolves glance round at each other. How long has she been standing there? ‘It’s ready.’ She hoists the kettle and waggles the cup.

Still smiling, the wolves cluster round the door. ‘One at a time,’ Focaria says.

Melpomene pushes ahead of the others. Clio bristles, but no one complains. Melpomene is paying for her dose, after all, and she holds her hand out for the cup as Focaria dips it into the pot. She downs it in one gulp, tightening her lips at the taste, then hands the cup back to Focaria and shoulders through the other wolves, through the arch, and out of sight. The others let Clio go next, and she smacks her lips and sticks out her tongue afterwards. Urania takes a deep breath as if about to plunge into deep water and throws it straight down her throat. Thalia takes each tentative little sip as if hoping the next one will taste better. Finally Euterpe, still holding me, swishes it round in her mouth before she swallows.

As she returns the cup to Focaria, I hold out my hand and say, ‘Me.’

‘No.’ Euterpe swings me away from the doorway.

‘Me.’ I twist in her arms, still reaching for the cup.

‘Let him have some,’ says Thalia. ‘What could it hurt?’

‘Let him see what it’s like,’ mutters Clio.

‘There’s a bit left,’ Focaria says.

‘He’s just a boy,’ Euterpe says. ‘He doesn’t understand.’

Focaria waggles the empty cup. ‘Would you like some?’ Her eyes are maliciously bright. ‘I guarantee you won’t get pregnant.’

‘I want!’ I am starting to cry. ‘I want!’

Under all that fat, Audo still has the reflexes of a soldier, and he launches himself from the wall so suddenly that the wolves all scatter like birds. He grabs Clio bruisingly by her arm and spins her so that she stumbles through the archway. He swings his eagle at Thalia, who ducks and scurries after Clio through the arch. Urania dances behind him and follows the others. Now Audo storms toward Euterpe, who turns to put herself between his fist and me. He kicks her backside so that she staggers toward Focaria, who retreats into the kitchen, sloshing atocium out of the kettle and into the dirt.

‘For fuck’s sake!’ Audo bellows, only inches from Euterpe’s ear, and his sour breath washes over us. Hunching her shoulders as he slaps the back of her head, Euterpe crushes me against her breast and ducks through the door into the kitchen. In the gloom, the two women each hustle round the table in opposite directions, putting it between them and Audo. They huddle together on the far side, while Audo blocks the light in the doorway. Focaria has lost the tin cup, but she holds the kettle before her with both hands. Euterpe has wrapped me tightly in her arms, and I am sobbing into her neck.

‘Keep him quiet!’ Audo breathes heavily in the doorway. ‘That’s your job.’

Then just as suddenly, he is gone, leaving Focaria and Euterpe blinking in the glare.

Focaria exhales. She sets the kettle on the table. Euterpe rocks me from side to side. Her heart pounds against mine.

‘That was my fault,’ Focaria says.

Euterpe jiggles me up and down. ‘He’s just a child.’

‘I know,’ Focaria says. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘He’s just a child.’

Focaria reaches for the kettle. ‘He can have some if he wants.’

Limb by limb, Euterpe peels me off her and sets me on the tabletop.

‘You’re getting too big for me,’ she says.

I am beyond crying now into hiccupping. She strokes my hair and kisses my cheek, my forehead, my nose. Focaria steps away and comes back with the tin cup.

‘No,’ Euterpe says. ‘He won’t like the taste.’

‘It’s only water.’ Focaria offers the cup, and Euterpe holds it to my lips and steadies my head with her other hand. ‘Just a sip, Little One.’

There is still a bitter taste of atocium in the cup, but I gulp the water anyway.

‘He won’t be a child forever,’ Focaria says. ‘He’ll be groaning upstairs himself, soon enough.’

Euterpe winces as if at a sudden, private pain. In spite of my size, she picks me up again and rocks me.

‘I know.’ Her breath is warm against my ear.

‘You’re good to him,’ Focaria says.

‘Thank you,’ says Euterpe.

‘That’s not a compliment,’ says Focaria. ‘It’s just an observation.’

Euterpe looks at her.

‘You may not be doing him any favours,’ Focaria says, ‘in the long run.’

‘I know that too,’ Euterpe says.

‘I could help you with him.’

A sharp look from Euterpe. ‘I thought I was helping you.’

I am mostly calm again, and I gaze past Euterpe’s shoulder at Focaria. She reaches up to flick at a spike of my tangled hair.

‘I could teach him to work.’ Focaria pulls her hand back and shifts her gaze to Euterpe.

‘Yes,’ says Euterpe. ‘You could be his father.’

Focaria rolls her eyes, but Euterpe smiles. ‘It’s a joke,’ she says.

The two women gaze at each other for a long moment.

‘We could both be his mothers.’ Focaria lifts her hand again, but this time she lets the tips of her fingers brush Euterpe’s hair and cheek. Euterpe does not lean into it, but she does not pull away, either. The two women breathe each other in, and with each breath, the iron collar around Focaria’s neck rises and falls. At last Focaria draws her hand back.

Euterpe kisses me. ‘Would you like that, Little One? Would you like to have two mothers?’

My eyes meet Focaria’s. She mouths the words, ‘Say yes.’

I bury my face in Euterpe’s hair.

‘Yes,’ I say.

And so Euterpe was my mother in the morning and Focaria was my mother for the rest of the day. Euterpe sat with me while Focaria left the garden to fetch water from the fountain and do her shopping, returning with her wicker basket full of vegetables or bread or fish. When she thought Audo wouldn’t catch her at it, Focaria sometimes joined us for a little while, until Euterpe had to go inside or leave for the baths. She would bring Euterpe and me a piece of fruit to share as we sat against the water tank and watched the shadow of the wall behind us retreat across the garden toward our toes. The two women sat touching shoulders with their backs to the tank, murmuring together and even laughing. Sometimes their fingers intertwined. I played in the dirt a little distance away and pretended not to watch.

Late in the morning nearly every day, the other wolves came down into the garden for their trip to the baths, and Euterpe stood and brushed herself off. She kissed the top of my head and murmured, ‘Time for the Parade of the Wolves,’ and joined the women whispering at the unpainted wooden door that led to the street. When Audo came out, they fell silent and arranged themselves into a line: Melpomene in front, and then, in no particular order, Clio, Thalia, and Urania, with Euterpe usually last. Over their colourful gowns they wore pale linen mantles that covered them from throat to toe. The mantles were fitted with hoods, too, which Euterpe, Thalia, Urania, and Clio put over their heads when they left the garden, while Melpomene walked with her head bared. Without a word, Audo opened the door and shepherded them into the street, bringing up the rear. As he pulled the door shut behind him, I rushed to the wall, where I could hear the slap of their sandals as they moved away up the street. I listened until I couldn’t hear them anymore, like a dog who doesn’t believe his mistress will ever come back, until she does.

‘Why can’t I go?’ I always asked, and Focaria said, ‘You’re too young,’ or ‘When you’re older,’ or ‘You’re not that dirty.’ Instead she washed me herself in the kitchen, stripping my tunic over my head and scrubbing me top to bottom with a scratchy sponge and a bucket of water.

‘Why don’t you go?’ I said.

‘I go when Audo can spare me. And Audo usually can’t spare me.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because I do everything around here that Audo doesn’t do, and he doesn’t do much.’

‘What are the baths like?’

‘Wet.’ She made the sponge burn a little. ‘Quit wriggling.’

Still, Focaria was not as rough as she used to be, before Euterpe. She taught me how to scour a pot, how to scrub the kitchen floor with a brush. She taught me how to scrape last night’s ashes out of the firebox while keeping aside an ember to light this morning’s fire, and how to keep the new fire lit by pumping the wheezing old bellows. She sent me into the garden to fetch firewood, to carry water in from the tank, to pitch ashes into the latrine to absorb the smell. She showed me how to water the herbs and vegetables in the garden without drowning them, how to start in the far corner of the kitchen with a broom and sweep toward the door, how to carry a bucket of water with an underhand grip rather than overhand. She might grasp the top of my head and turn me to look at what she wanted me to see, she might forcefully place my hands on the broom handle, but she usually hit me only when Audo was watching, more for his benefit than for mine.

Meanwhile, during our time together every morning, Euterpe told me stories meant to astonish me about the world beyond the garden wall – where the sun goes at night, where the moon is during the day, why the stars move so slowly, why the wind blows, why rain falls from the sky. She also instructed me in the difference between men and women, opening her gown and lifting the hem of my tunic to show me the difference between our legs. She told me that I was circumcised and explained what that meant, though I didn’t really understand. She told me that men, like Audo, and women, like her, came together somehow to make children, though I didn’t really understand that, either. She told me that every child grows inside a woman’s belly, and that every child has a mother and a father, even if the child doesn’t know who they were.

‘Is Audo my father?’ I asked her, and she said no. ‘Are you my mother?’ I asked her, and she said no. ‘Is Focaria my mother?’ I asked her, and she said no.

‘Where do I come from?’ I asked. She said she didn’t know, but it had to be further south than Hispania, someplace where the sun burned hotter than here and turned the skin of the people dusky, like mine. She was even darker than I was, and she told me she came from a land called Mauretania. Because I was circumcised, I had to have come from somewhere in the east – the same place where the sun comes from every morning – some land where mothers and fathers trim the tips of their male children. So I might be a Jew, she told me, whatever that was, or I might be a Syrian. I might even come from Egypt, where, she told me, a long snake of water called a river flowed through seven mouths into the Mare Nostrum, turning the sea brown, like the people, with the silt of the Nile.

All of this inspired many questions. How can water be like a snake? What is the Mare Nostrum? Where are my mother and father? Why is the sun hot? Why is the moon cold? Does Audo know where I came from? Does anybody? How does a child get out of a woman’s belly? Is it violent and bloody like Focaria cutting the guts and spine out of a fish? Does it leave the woman empty and glassy-eyed afterwards?

Rather than answer these unanswerable questions, Euterpe often tried to distract me. I was lucky, she said, that I didn’t come from someplace where the people were monsters, half human, half something else. Near the cave where the North Wind rises, she told me, lived a race of men who each had a single eye in the middle of his forehead, and in a hidden valley in the mountains lived a people whose feet were turned the other way. Having shown me the difference between our legs, she told me there was a race of people who each had a penis and a vagina. There were people who had two pupils in each eye, people with the heads of dogs who barked at each other instead of talking, people with one leg each who hopped everywhere they went, people born with hairy tails like a cat, people who had enormous ears that covered their bodies, people who had no necks and whose eyes were in their shoulders. She told me about naked wise men who lived in the desert and who spent all day, every day, just staring at the sun as it moved across the sky, shifting from one bare foot to the other in the hot sand.

I don’t think she intended to frighten me with these stories, but I don’t think she understood the effect they had on me. The street just beyond the door, she told me, was full of ordinary things and ordinary people that I would very soon see for myself. The strange creatures she told me about may not actually be real, or if they were, lived very far away from us. But as much as I loved Euterpe, I didn’t believe she was telling me the whole truth. For a little boy whose only world was a cramped, smoky kitchen and a narrow garden ten paces across, anything beyond the garden door was very far away. And to hear Euterpe tell it, most of that world was full of monsters.

And in my imagination, I associated most of these monsters with men.

Apart from the drunken punter who had wandered into the kitchen and attacked Focaria, Audo was the only man I’d ever seen up close. He, too, was at least a little drunk all the time, and just on principle, he hit Focaria and me every time he came into the kitchen. Once in a while he came and went without striking us, but that was even more unnerving, his way of making us grateful to him for not inflicting a bruise. Sometimes Focaria said, as soon as he came into the kitchen, ‘Just hit me, Audo, and get it over with.’ Most of the time he showed us the eagle, even if it was just a tap to remind us he could do much worse. ‘Stew’s too thick,’ he’d say, and slap the back of Focaria’s head. ‘Don’t let the fire go out,’ he’d say, and slap the back of mine.

Now and then a punter passed through the garden on the way to the latrine, darkening the doorway during the day or staggering at night through the fan of yellow light cast by our lamp. From my corner, where I sometimes tried to sleep even while Focaria was still working, I could hear his tuneless crooning in the latrine as he aimed more or less into the hole, or his clenched curses as he strained on the seat. Sometimes he didn’t make it to the latrine and pissed against the garden wall or fertilized the turnips with a pungent coil. Sometimes I heard the spatter of vomit amid the plants in the garden, and one of my jobs in the morning was to sluice the mess off the leaves or turn it into the soil with a trowel.

I heard men more often than I saw them. Every night Focaria carried pots of stew, skewers of grilled meat, and platters of bread through the arch into the tavern, and every night she came back muttering ‘drunken pigs’ or worse. Some nights she forgot about me, and I sat against the water tank as the dark amplified the uproar from the tavern, a rumbling murmur that swelled to shouts and harsh laughter, then subsided to a murmur again. Sometimes I heard a man singing, or two men singing in harmony, or all of them singing raggedly together. Now and then I made out the words, though I didn’t know what they meant:

My dirty girl, I pinch her breast

I pound her in her cuckoo’s nest

My dirty girl, she fucks the best

I love my dirty girl!

Late at night, as the men’s voices died away up the street, I heard different sounds from the three barred windows under the eaves of the second storey. I wasn’t even sure these sounds were made by people because they weren’t words or songs, only grunts and gasps and groans, or high-pitched chirping like a bird’s, or whimpering like a child’s, or keening like an animal in pain.

One night I’m startled awake by the slapping steps of a runner reverberating up the empty street beyond the garden wall. Lying in my corner among the cockroaches and mouse pellets, I open my eyes wide to the twin curves of Focaria, shoulder and hip, lying on the other side of the dying fire in the oven. The thudding footfalls come closer, and I hear two men in the distance shouting. The runner slaps to a stop just beyond our wall. Focaria lifts her head and looks to see if I’m awake.

Across the garden, the man beyond the wall pants like a beast. The two shouters converge on him, their footfalls slapping from opposite ends of the street. Now the gasping man is hammering on the garden door. I flinch as if he were hitting me. Focaria puts her finger to her lips.

‘Help!’ His voice is pitched high. ‘Help me!’

I begin to whimper, and Focaria crawls to me through the red glow of the fire, her hair swinging, her eyes two black pools. She creeps round behind me and pulls me against her. Her iron collar presses against the back of my neck. Her hot breath rasps in my ear. She puts her hand over my mouth. It smells of fish and onions.

The pounding stops. The man beyond the door whimpers like a child. I can’t make out what he’s saying, but he’s begging for his life. From our corner by the fire, through the legs of the table, I see only the black rectangle of the kitchen doorway.

There is a meaty thump against the door and a piercing cry. Focaria and I both flinch.

‘Don’t listen!’ she hisses, but I hear grunts and curses and the scuffle of feet, then a sharp, wet sound, snick snick snick, like Focaria gutting a fish.

She tightens her arms around me. Her rough palm squeezes my mouth.

‘Ohhhhhh,’ the man outside groans. ‘Ohhhhhhhhhhh . . .’

Something slides down the garden door. The groaning becomes a wet, choking gurgle. Someone murmurs something, someone else laughs. Then silence.

Wide-eyed and breathless, Focaria and I stare into the black kitchen doorway, an opening we cannot close, a wound that will never heal. In the darkness I see the man Audo gouged with his knife one morning, I see the blood oozing through his fingers. With her other hand, Focaria covers my eyes and whispers.

‘Nothing happened.’ Her lips against my ear. ‘You’re having a bad dream.’

In the hot darkness behind her palm, I strain toward the silence, but there is no more running or gasping or groaning. We don’t even hear the other men walk away, just the dry sifting of ashes in the fire. Neither of us speaks. Eventually, Focaria’s arms around me loosen. Her hands slip from my mouth and my eyes. Her breathing becomes steadier. Still folded in her loose embrace, my own heart slows, my breath comes slower. At last, just as I’m falling asleep, I hear water trickling somewhere nearby, falling endlessly in a steady stream, all night long.

Perhaps you are already wondering, are these his actual memories, or are they only scenes he has invented or imagined, like a poet or a dramatist? Reader, I swear I have kept my promise not to lie to you, but I have lived long enough to understand that memory is a shell game. The indelible image in my mind might have originally been placed under the cup of truth, but it might also have been placed under the cup of mistake, or the cup of fantasy, and over the years the cups have shifted places so swiftly under the conjuror’s hands that finally even the conjuror himself no longer knows which is which.

Unlike Euterpe, who was a philosopher and not a philosopher, I am decidedly not a philosopher. She told me only half the story – a philosopher, it turns out, is someone who asks people questions, but then tells them their answers are wrong. I have met one or two philosophers in my time, so I know what I’m talking about. I don’t have the philosophical temperament myself. I have no answers. I don’t even know what the questions are. I’m just a tired old delicatus, a slave who, against the odds, has lived much longer than he or anyone else ever expected him to, and who has educated himself much too far above his station. I promised not to lie to you, reader, but I cannot promise that everything I remember is true.

The weathered old door to the street was stouter than it needed to be to protect the kitchen garden of a tavern. It was probably Audo’s handiwork, a door more suitable for one of the massive forts where he’d served along the German frontier. It was fashioned from thick, upright beams banded with iron and reinforced with a pair of planks across the door in a giant X. It turned on iron hinges that Focaria regularly lubricated with oil or fat, and it could be locked from inside by a massive barrel bolt that only Audo could open with one hand. The ends of the planks, top and bottom, were worn splintery and soft from years of scraping against the lintel and the doorstep. Flakes of paint deep in the crevices of the wood showed that, on the inside at least, the door had once been red.

The morning after the stabbing, Focaria hauled back the bolt with both hands and scraped the door open just wide enough to peer out, while I peeked out of the kitchen with my heart pounding. No one was there, but Focaria sluiced the doorstep with three buckets of water before pushing the door shut and bolting it again. She caught me watching and shooed me back inside.

‘Nothing to see,’ she said. ‘You had a bad dream.’

‘You had it, too,’ I said.

She swatted the back of my head. ‘No, I didn’t. Now fetch the broom.’

That morning, I started to make a mental map of my little fallen paradise. From every point in the garden, I learned the quickest route back to my own dark corner of the kitchen, and I learned the other hidden places where I could dash if the door suddenly opened with no warning. There was the dank space behind the water tank where Clio sometimes took her naps. There was the reeking space behind the door of the latrine, full of fat, buzzing flies. There were the weeds behind the woodpile, crawling with spiders and mice. None of these places were pleasant, but all of them were the right size for a boy to hide from anyone or anything that might come through the door. There was also the tavern archway, where Audo came and went, but I was forbidden to enter Helicon, and anyway, the obscene songs and raucous laughter of the punters were nearly as frightening as the violence in the street.

Out of sheer exhaustion I fell asleep every night, but now all it took were footsteps or a loud voice in the street to jolt me awake. I lay with my heart pounding and my eyes wide open, straining at the darkness until I fell asleep again to the steady trickle from the neighbourhood fountain. Then just before dawn, I woke to the ear-splitting crowing of our rooster. I became an anxious student of the sounds that floated over the wall – the women greeting each other at the fountain, the clatter of shop shutters, the barking of dogs – but especially the voices of men. A shopkeeper driving a peddler away from his shopfront with curses and kicks, the idle boys at the corner, singing at a higher pitch the same obscene songs as the punters in the tavern, the city crier announcing a reward for a runaway slave in a staccato singsong: ‘FIFty denarii for the return of FORtunatus, a GREEK boy, FIFteen years of age . . .’ Before I had ever seen one, I heard the creak of a cart, the rumble and crunch of its wheels, the clop clop clop of the mule drawing it on, the tinkling bell in her harness, the carter murmuring ‘old girl’ into her ear. Then I’d hear the carter trading insults with another muleteer who was bringing his cart the other way, until one of them relented and backed up, and whatever I was doing – pulling weeds, scrubbing out an iron pot, hauling water one bucket at a time to the kitchen – I froze and watched the door intently, wondering if those old planks were thick enough and the barrel bolt strong enough to protect me at the inevitable moment when a blade went snick snick snick, and one of the men laughed while the other’s last breath bubbled from his lips.

I also learned about men from the wolves. One day when Audo was out, they sat together in the early morning shade and talked about their fathers. Clio said she didn’t know who her father was. Thalia talked tearfully of being torn from her father’s arms by a soldier. Euterpe shook her head and refused to speak about her father. Urania, for once, was the most talkative. She told a long story about her father taking her from their farm one day and into the nearest village, where he hired a cart to carry them, for the first and last time in her life, past the big stone boar that marked the boundary of her tribe and all the way into the city. Here he sold her to a slave dealer to pay for the emperor’s tax. The last thing she ever heard her father say was, ‘Sell her far away from here. I don’t want her wandering back.’ But the dealer sold her to Audo, and here she was.

Then their talk turned to Audo himself. ‘Wasn’t he a soldier?’ Clio wanted to know, but the others didn’t know much more than she did. By now, Focaria had come into the garden to pinch off some leaves of basil, and she hovered near us, listening but not saying anything.

‘He never talks about it,’ said Urania.

‘Is that strange?’ said Thalia.

‘I’ve never met a soldier yet,’ said Urania, ‘who didn’t want to show me his scars and tell me how many men he killed.’

Focaria barked a laugh, and we all looked up.

‘Of course he doesn’t talk about it,’ she said, clutching her fistful of basil. ‘The army threw him out. He didn’t retire.’

‘How do you know?’ said Euterpe.

‘Think about it.’ Focaria loomed over us. ‘When you retire from the army, they give you money and a plot of land. If Audo retired instead of being kicked out, he’d be sitting on his ass in Germania somewhere, watching his brats plough his fields and milk his cows, not sleeping under the stairs in a tavern a thousand miles away, herding whores.’

She walked back toward the kitchen. ‘I know a thing or two about soldiers,’ she said.

And yet, strange as it may seem to you, reader, it simply didn’t occur to me at this stage in my life that I had anything in common with men, with these large, loud, hairy, violent, untrustworthy creatures. Although Euterpe had shown me how she and I were different between our legs, I didn’t know then how much difference that difference made. I was only a boy, and the only people I loved, and who loved me, were women. Nothing human is alien to me, says the playwright, but men were alien to me, because I didn’t think they were people. It never entered my imagination that I might grow up to become one of them. And, in the end, as it happened, I didn’t.

I lived in this state of alert for weeks after the night of the stabbing. As I weeded the garden, I watched the door. As I fetched wood to the kitchen, I watched the door. As I lit the fire in the oven, even though I could not see the door, the thought of it prickled the back of my neck, as if the door were watching me. When Audo led the wolves out for their daily parade to the baths, I hid in my corner of the kitchen or in the latrine or behind the woodpile until Focaria bolted the door behind them. Only when I was sitting with Euterpe did I let my guard down, distracted by her stories, by the warmth of her touch, by the mellow sound of her voice.

When the moment I’ve been dreading comes at last, I am sitting cross-legged in front of Euterpe with my back to the door. I’m rapt as she traces a map in the dirt with her finger and tells me about our two boy emperors. She is explaining to me that our garden is only part of a tavern, which sits on a street, which runs through a town, which sits by the sea, which sits in the middle of the earth. She draws the shape of an egg in the dust and says, ‘This is the sea.’ Then she draws another, larger egg around the first one and says, ‘This is the empire.’

The empire, she says – the garden, Helicon, the street, the town, the sea, and all the land around the sea – is inhabited by millions of people, and all of these people live under the authority of a single man called the emperor. I stare very hard at the two eggs, one within the other.

‘How many people is a million?’ I say.

Euterpe swipes up a handful of soft dirt. ‘How many grains do you think are in my hand right now? How long would it take you to count them all?’

I can only count to twenty, on my fingers and toes. She slowly pours the dust back onto the ground. ‘It’s more people than that,’ she says.

I’m speechless for a moment, then I say, ‘And the emperor tells them all what to do?’

‘Well, he’s in charge.’

‘Is he like Audo?’

‘Sort of,’ says Euterpe, ‘only nicer.’

This is equally hard to understand. Audo may be a disgraced soldier, but he is the most powerful person I know, and he makes everyone do what he wants by hitting or threatening to hit them. How can one man threaten to hit a million people? And how can he do it by being nicer than Audo?

The emperor, explains Euterpe, has helpers who act as his eyes and his hands. ‘Right now, in fact,’ she says, ‘there are two emperors, so each one only has half as much to do.’

Two Audos! How would that work?

‘Not only that,’ Euterpe says, ‘but the two emperors are both little boys, not much older than you.’

Again, I am speechless.

‘Each one rules a different half of the empire,’ she says. ‘Arcadius rules the east, where you came from, and Honorius rules the west, which is where you live now.’

This is too much to believe. How can two little boys rule the empire? I’m a little boy, and I can’t imagine telling Focaria what to do, let alone Audo. I can’t even imagine telling Thalia or Urania what to do, even in jest, even if there were two of me. It doesn’t make any sense. How can two little boys at the top be in charge of everybody, when there is one little boy at the bottom who is in charge of nothing, not even himself?

‘How could . . .’ I stare at the dirt, trying and failing to imagine each invisible grain as a person.

‘How could what?’ Euterpe bends closer.

‘How could anyone tell Audo what to do?’

At that moment, there is a pounding at the door. I leap straight to my feet, instantly terrified, and instantly furious at myself for letting down my guard.

‘Little One!’ laughs Euterpe, and grabs my wrist.

‘Let me go!’ I hiss, afraid to speak any louder. I lean away from her, trying to break free.

The hammering pauses.

‘Audo, you lazy savage!’ drawls a voice from the other side. The hammering starts again, filling the garden. ‘Open the fucking door!’

I twist and turn and whimper in Euterpe’s grasp, but she pulls me onto her lap and pins my arms in her embrace. ‘It’s all right,’ she says, ‘it’s only Dominus.’

The hammering goes on and on until Audo staggers out of the tavern, rubbing his eye with one hand and adjusting his crotch with the other.

‘Coming,’ he rasps, and he yanks back the bolt and hauls the door open.

I go stiff as a hare in Euterpe’s arms. If I had not already emptied my bladder this morning, I would be peeing myself. I expect to see someone even larger than Audo come through the doorway, one of Euterpe’s monsters with one eye, one leg, and a tail. I expect to see him stab Audo and fling him one-handed across the garden. I expect to see him turn the burning eye in the middle of his forehead on Euterpe and me, in the last moment before we die.

But it isn’t a monster. It’s just a trim young man with two legs and no tail, and two ordinary eyes right where they’re supposed to be. He’s smaller than Audo, but he strides in as if he owns the place. Which, as it happens, he does.

‘Peace of Dominus be with you,’ he says in a singsong, flicking his hand at Audo.

‘Peace of Dominus,’ mutters Audo, who closes and bolts the door again. Then, to my astonishment, he backs up. He’s a head taller than this new man, and yet he lowers his eyes, hunches his shoulders, and rubs his palms together.

‘Were you still sleeping?’ The man is not only shorter than Audo, he’s slimmer and much younger, almost as young as one of the wolves.

‘It’s early, Your Honour.’ Audo is nearly whispering. I have never heard him speak so quietly.

‘Really.’ The young man saunters up a row of the garden, knee-deep in the drooping leaves. He has a smooth face and thick dark hair, swept back and glistening with oil. He wears a white tunic of much finer stuff than Audo’s or mine, almost as fine as the stuff of Melpomene’s gown, with a repeating blue pattern along the hem and the cuffs of his short sleeves. He looks back at Audo.

‘I’ve been up for several hours already,’ he says. ‘And I don’t have nearly as much to do as you do.’

‘No, Your Honour.’

‘We don’t pay you to sleep.’

‘No, Your Honour.’

The young man pauses, hands on hips, in the middle of the garden. His eyes flicker over Euterpe and me. Then he turns, laughing.

‘I’m only kidding, Audo.’ He walks back to the bigger man and claps him on the shoulder. ‘You have to sleep sometime.’

‘Yes, Your Honour.’

The young man fans the air between them with his hand. ‘Oof,’ he says. ‘Happy is the nose that can’t smell German.’

Audo makes a choking little chuckle, but the young man takes his elbow. ‘Come, you smelly beast,’ he says, guiding him into the tavern, ‘show me how well you’ve done this week.’

To my continuing astonishment, Audo not only does not hit the smaller man, he allows himself to be led. Euterpe loosens her arms around me, but I still cling to her.

‘That’s Dominus?’ I already know that Audo is not the owner of Helicon, that he merely runs it for a man named Granatus we all call Dominus. But I have always assumed Dominus is even larger and more frightening than Audo, not a trim young man in a fancy tunic. As I understand the world, the big ones rule the little ones, never the other way around.

‘That’s his son,’ says Euterpe. ‘But he’s Dominus too.’

‘Are there two of them?’ I ask. ‘Like the boy emperors?’

‘Yes, but they’re not brothers. They’re father and son.’

‘Why do they have the same name?’ I say.

‘I don’t think they do. Granatus is the father,’ she says, then, nodding toward the archway, ‘and that one is his son. I don’t know his name.’

‘And he’s Dominus, too?’

‘Yes.’

‘So why did he call Audo “Dominus”?’

‘What?’

‘He said, “Peace of Dominus be with you.”’

‘That’s a different Dominus. He was referring to God.’

My eyes widen. ‘There are three of them?’

‘Dominus is not a name. It’s what they are, not who they are.’

‘I don’t understand,’ I say.

Euterpe sighs. Just then there’s another knock on the door, but not as loud. I start, and Euterpe wraps me tightly in her arms again.

‘Audo!’ It’s Focaria, her voice as sharp as her knock.

‘Focaria’s back.’ Euterpe is relieved. ‘She’ll explain it to you.’

At that moment, the young Dominus’s voice, loud and confident, precedes him through the tavern arch, and he reappears carrying a leather pouch bulging with coins, idly dangling it by its drawstring. Focaria knocks impatiently on the door again, and Audo reappears as well, edging his bulk deferentially round the younger man to the door. Audo pulls back the bolt, and Focaria storms in under his arm, a wicker basket full of bread on her back.

‘That fucking baker.’ Her fists are clenched around the basket’s linen straps. ‘Renatus tried to short-change me again. You need to have a fucking word with him.’

Audo grabs her shoulder and jerks her so that she notices the younger man in his expensive tunic. She stops short and lowers her head.

‘Dominus,’ she mutters.

But Dominus has not noticed her. He is sauntering through the garden toward Euterpe and me, swinging the pouch. The wolf and I shift against each other, and her arms around me loosen. We tilt our faces up as he stands above us.

‘Peace of Dominus be with you,’ he says.

‘Peace of Dominus,’ says Euterpe.

‘Which one are you?’ he says.

‘Euterpe, Dominus.’

She lowers her gaze to the dirt, but I stare openly up at the young man. He is less hairy than Audo or the punters I glimpse staggering to the latrine. His eyebrows have been plucked, like a wolf’s. Like Melpomene, he wears a bracelet and rings – of real gold – on his fingers. He even smells good, like Melpomene does early in the evening.

‘You’re the new one,’ he says to Euterpe. ‘How long have you been here?’

‘Almost a year, Dominus.’

‘Really.’ He bounces the leather pouch on its string. It clinks, full of coins. He glances back at Audo, then lowers his voice. ‘Have I had you yet?’

‘No, Dominus.’ Euterpe starts to shift me off her lap.

‘Not now,’ he laughs. ‘It’s too early in the day for that.’ He lifts his chin at me. ‘Is this your son?’

‘No, Dominus.’

‘Don’t lie to me,’ he says.

Euterpe lifts her face, just enough to peer up at him. ‘No, Dominus, he is not my son.’

He shifts his gaze to me. ‘Is this your mother?’

I open my mouth, but nothing comes out.

‘I’m truly not his mother, Dominus,’ Euterpe says.

‘Let him answer.’

I peek at Euterpe, but she is staring at the young man’s feet. His shoes are new and very clean, and his toenails are as smooth and manicured as Melpomene’s, though they aren’t painted.

‘I look after him.’ She keeps her voice low. ‘When Focaria is out.’

‘Well, he can’t be Focaria’s,’ he says. ‘He’s a dusky little monkey.’

‘No, Dominus.’

‘Audo!’ He turns to call across the garden. ‘What’s this boy doing here? Why haven’t I seen him before? Where did he come from?’

Across the garden, Audo lets go of Focaria’s shoulder. She stays put, watching from under her eyebrows as Audo minces up one of the rows of the garden.

‘Focaria keeps him out of sight, Your Honour,’ he says. ‘As your father directed.’

‘Well, there’s Focaria.’ The young man gestures lazily at the cook, who stands with her head down and her thumbs still hooked through the straps of her basket. ‘And yet here’s the boy, with . . . with . . . which one are you again?’

‘Euterpe, Dominus.’

‘She looks after him in the morning,’ Audo says, ‘while Focaria—’

‘Whatever.’ The young man waves his hand. ‘I don’t need to know all the details.’

‘Your Honour.’ Audo ventures a bit closer, and he stoops to whisper something that only the young man can hear. Dominus lifts his eyes to the sky as he listens, and he swings the clinking pouch at the end of its string.

‘Ah,’ he sighs when Audo finishes and steps back. ‘I see.’ He turns and smiles down at me. ‘You’re a lucky boy. Everyone else has to pay to spend that much time with, um, Euterpe.’

Audo makes his choking laugh again. Behind him, Focaria shuffles her feet and taps her fingers on the straps of the basket. Euterpe breathes through her nose.

‘Not me, of course.’ The young man laughs at his own joke. ‘I don’t have to pay for anyone, do I, Audo?’

‘No, Your Honour.’ Audo ventures a weak smile.

‘But you do, don’t you?’

‘Your Honour?’ Audo’s smile freezes.

‘Pay for a wolf’s services.’

‘Of course, Your Honour,’ Audo says much too quickly.

‘Still, I’m sure they give you a little something extra.’

He pauses. Audo clears his throat. Euterpe stares at the dirt. Focaria sneaks a glance at the kitchen door.

‘Never mind, I’m only joking.’ Dominus sighs. ‘I don’t know why I bother.’ He starts toward the door and Audo dances clumsily out of his way. ‘Have Focaria start taking him with her when she goes shopping. He can . . . carry things or something.’

‘But your father, Your Honour . . .’ Audo says, licking his lips.

‘My father’s not here.’ The young man pauses at the door and lifts his chin in my direction. ‘That’s just a bit of trash from the stews of Antioch. Or Alexandria. Maybe Jerusalem.’ He sighs. ‘Whatever. Put the boy to work.’

‘Yes, Your Honour.’

‘That goes for everybody.’ The young man waggles his fingers. ‘Why are you all standing around?’

The rest of us wince where we stand or sit, as if each of us has just been pinched.

Dominus sails toward the door. ‘A good week, Audo.’ The last we see of him is his hand in the air over the top of the door, hefting the pouch like a ball. ‘Peace.’

For a moment after he is gone, silence. Breathing heavily, Audo stares dully at the open door. Then he slams it and turns toward the arch. Focaria cringes away from him, putting up her hands. But Audo only sails past her into the tavern, and Focaria scuttles into the kitchen. Euterpe hoists me to my feet, kisses me quickly, and hurries through the arch after Audo.

In the kitchen, Focaria is unloading the basket.

‘Why do they all have the same name?’ I watch her from the other side of the table.

‘Why does who have the same name?’ She is separating the loaves of bread into two wooden bins, one for the day-old, wholemeal bread we eat, the other for the fresh white bread we serve to the punters. A symbol is pressed into each loaf, the baker’s mark, combining (I later learned) the Greek letters chi and rho.

‘Dominus,’ I say, ‘and the other Dominus. And God. Euterpe said you’d explain it to me.’

‘Oh, she did?’ Focaria slaps the flour dust off her hands. She stuffs the basket into the corner and jerks the broom away from the wall.

‘She said Dominus is what he is, not who he is,’ I insist. ‘I don’t know what that means.’

‘She leaves the hard ones for me, doesn’t she,’ mutters Focaria. She thrusts the broom at me. ‘Start sweeping, and I’ll tell you.’

I start to scrape the floor where I stand, and she pinches my earlobe and drags me round the table. ‘Start in the corner,’ she says. ‘Sweep toward the door. How many times do I have to say it?’

I put my head down and sweep.

‘Our Dominus, the one who owns the tavern,’ she says, shifting pots and pans with no apparent purpose, ‘is Varius Granatus. The one who was just here, the young Dominus, is his son.’

‘They’re both Dominus?’

‘Yes. But it’s not their name.’

‘What’s the young Dominus called?’

‘His name is Calidus.’

‘Like Pusus is my name.’

‘No,’ Focaria says. ‘You don’t have a name.’ She picks up a pot from the stove. ‘Look.’

I stop sweeping.

‘This pot,’ she says, ‘doesn’t have a name. It’s just a pot.’

I can’t always tell the difference between when she’s angry at me and when she’s angry at something else. In fact, I’m not always sure when she’s angry and when she isn’t, mostly because she always is.

‘Pusus isn’t your name,’ she says. ‘Pusus is just another word for boy. Just like Focaria is not my name. It’s just another word for cook. I used to have a name, but I don’t anymore. Now I have this . . .’ She runs her finger round the inside of the iron collar that sits across her collarbone. ‘I don’t know if you ever had a name.’

I clutch the broom before me in both hands.

‘Look,’ she sighs. ‘Pusus and focaria are just words for a type of thing. Just like table is the word for this,’ rapping it with her knuckles, ‘and that’s the wall, and that’s the door, and that’s the sky.’ She points at each in turn. ‘They don’t have names. A wall is a wall. A door is a door. The sky is the sky. It’s just what they are. Do you understand?’

I don’t, but I nod anyway.

‘The world,’ Focaria goes on, ‘is divided into free people who have names and slaves who don’t, because they are things and not people. The Dominus named Granatus is a person. So is Calidus. Audo is a person, too, though not nearly as important a person as Granatus or Calidus. Even Melpomene is a person, though just barely. You and I and Euterpe and the wolves, we’re not people. We are things, like this pot. When this pot is broken, Dominus can get another one. When I am broken, he can get another cook. When he doesn’t need you anymore, he can get another boy. And that new pot will be called a pot, that new cook will be called Focaria, and that new boy will be called Pusus. The words don’t belong to us. Nothing belongs to us. We belong to the word.’

‘And what about God? Why is he called Dominus, too?’

‘God is Dominus of them all. Even masters have masters. Do you understand?’

I shift my grip on the broom.

‘Anything else?’ She starts to turn away.

‘Are you my mother?’ I say.

Focaria sighs. I have asked her this question before, just as I have asked Euterpe. Both of them have told me no, with varying degrees of patience and exasperation. But this time is different. This time, because she asked, I’m hoping Focaria will tell me something I don’t already know.

‘Come here.’ She beckons me.

I walk warily around the table. Focaria takes the broom from me and leans it against the wall. I hunch my shoulders, expecting her to pinch or slap me, but instead she kneels down so that we are eye to eye. Very carefully, as if for once she is afraid of hurting me, she takes my wrist and holds it next to hers.

‘Look,’ she says. ‘How are we different?’

I say nothing. I don’t want to be pinched again.

‘It’s all right,’ she says. ‘Tell me how our arms are different.’

‘Mine is thinner?’

‘That’s true,’ she says, ‘but that’s not what I mean.’ With her other hand, she squeezes our wrists together. ‘What else?’

‘Yours is longer?’

‘Look again.’ We are near the door, and she shifts me so that the sunlight falls across our arms.

‘Mine is pale,’ she says at last, ‘like the belly of a fish. Yours is almost brown, like faded leather. Do you know what that means?’

I shake my head.

‘That means I can’t be your mother. Mothers who have skin like mine . . .’ The white flesh reddens where she pinches herself. ‘They don’t have children with skin like yours.’ She touches my wrist with the tip of her finger. ‘Look at me,’ she says.

The light picks out a few stray hairs that have escaped from her bun, as well as the creases at the corners of her eyes.

‘My eyes are blue and my hair is red. Your hair is black and your eyes are brown. I’m from a place far away in the north where the sun hardly ever shines . . .’

‘Britannia,’ I say.

‘That’s right, Britannia.’ She purses her lips together, almost a smile. ‘Where it rains all the time and all the people are as pale as I am.’ She touches my arm again. ‘You come from a place much further south, where the sun shines all the time, and all the people are baked brown.’

‘How did I get here?’

‘You’re a mistake,’ she said.

‘A mistake?’

‘Actually, two mistakes.’ She holds my gaze. ‘Dominus bought you from a ship captain, instead of from a proper slave dealer. You were a bargain, apparently. That was his first mistake.’

Dominus can make mistakes? This is news to me.

‘The second mistake,’ Focaria goes on, ‘was that the captain said you were a girl, and no one thought to look until Audo dropped you off in the kitchen and I took a peek. By the time I told him, the ship was gone, and it was too late to get the money back.’ She almost smiles again. ‘Audo hit me and broke one of my teeth. The thanks I get.’

‘So I was supposed to be a girl?’

‘It doesn’t matter now. You’re here.’

‘Why did the captain sell me? Was he my father?’

‘That doesn’t matter, either.’

I think about this, and then I say, ‘Because I’m a thing.’

‘That’s right.’

‘Was my mother a thing, too?’

‘I don’t know,’ Focaria says. ‘Probably.’

‘What happened to her?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Does she know where I am?’

‘No.’

‘Will I ever see her again?’

‘No.’

‘Maybe . . .’ I start to say, but Focaria takes my face firmly between her two rough palms. She forces me to look into her cool blue eyes.

‘None of this matters.’ She is almost whispering. ‘You will never know where you came from. You will never know your mother. She might as well be dead. She probably is. Your life is going to be short, and it is going to be hard. And the sooner you accept that, the better off you will be.’

We gaze into each other’s eyes. I have never seen her like this before. Her anger has been transformed into something like sadness. She looks as though she is about to cry. As I write this, at the other end of my life, I can still see her face before me in this moment, and yet, as I have already warned you, I can’t say anymore if this is a real memory or just my imagination. I have stroked this image of Focaria’s face like a coin for many years, and whatever meaning may have been stamped on it has long since been rubbed away.

At last, she says, ‘Do you understand?’

I nod.

‘All right.’ She lifts her hands from my face and pushes herself to her feet with a grunt. She hands me the broom again.

‘Get to work,’ she says. ‘Tomorrow I’m taking you outside.’

Now that I know that Focaria means to take me through the door in the morning, I lie awake after she goes to sleep, listening to the sounds of the street. Most of them are ordinary – the trickle of the fountain, the yowling of a cat – but then I hear men shouting in the distance, and I’m wide awake for the rest of the night. In the morning I say nothing, but I watch Focaria carefully. She gives me half a pear with my bread and cup of water. When I’m finished, and her back is turned, I run from the kitchen and hide in the latrine. Crouching in the reek, batting at the flies, I hope she won’t find me, I hope she will go out and fetch the morning’s water all on her own, the way she always has before. Through a crack in the door, I watch her cross to the water tank, pick up our two battered buckets, and carry them to the street door – so far, so good – but instead of going back for the yoke so she can carry both buckets at once, she crosses straight to the latrine, jerks the door open, and hauls me into the sunlight.

‘No!’ I drag my feet in the dirt, I twist in her grasp. Focaria tightens her grip and pulls harder, and my heels leave two furrows like a double-bladed plough. Only when we reach the door does she look down at me. Her eyes are like hard blue stones.

‘Do you remember what I told you yesterday?’ she says.

‘No!’ I lie. ‘I forget!’

Still clutching my wrist, she unbolts the door with one hand like Audo and hauls it open.

I shout wordlessly and pull away from her as hard as I can. She yanks me nearly off my feet, and a moment later, I am in the street.

My shout dies in my throat. I can hardly breathe. None of the wonders Euterpe has shared with me are as astonishing as that first moment beyond the garden wall. There are no dog-headed men, no women with cat’s tails, no naked wise men following the sun like sunflowers. Nor is there a groaning man bleeding to death. There is only morning light slanting across worn paving stones, yet the horizon of my world recedes from me like a wave, as if I were a pebble dropped into a fathomless pool. In fact, I’m as breathless as if I were drowning.

Can a pebble drown? I told you I wasn’t a philosopher.

I have been pulled into a river of sunlight. The sun hangs low over the far end of the street, and light pours between the houses on either side. To the right, away from the sun, the light washes against the walls and the red roofs of long, low warehouses before spilling through a tall archway into an immensity of azure sky and glittering water, my first sight ever of the harbour of Carthago Nova. Against the water sway black sticks, which I will later learn are the masts of ships, and below the masts, along the quay, wriggle the silhouettes of men, lifting, shifting, carrying, loading. Above the masts wheel flocks of white gulls, picked out in every detail by the exacting light, which somehow magnifies even their piercing cries. On the far side of the harbour, the light falls full upon an enormous, humpbacked mountain that rises halfway up the sky above the city wall. The mountain is as red as a rusty iron pot, its dry rocks furred over with dull green scrub the colour of olives.

I reach for Focaria, but she has left me all alone on the narrow pavement at the edge of the street. I back up until my shoulders are pressed against the rough plaster of the wall. Outside the garden, away from the odours of herbs and latrine and Focaria’s cooking, I smell grit and rubbish, I smell woodsmoke, I smell horse shit and dog turds. At the back of my sinuses, though I don’t know it yet, I smell the briny tang of the sea and dust from far-off Africa. Directly across from me is the blank wall of the house opposite, painted red as high as a man’s shoulder and then whitewashed above, where a line of letters I can’t read is fading in the sunlight. In the middle of the wall is an old door faced with battered metal panels that have turned green with verdigris. It stands ajar, and in the shadowy hall I see a figure napping upright on a stool, his head tipped back against the wall, his mouth open. Now the horizon of my world recedes even further, beyond my comprehension – am I to understand that every wall has a door, and that every door leads into other rooms, and that every room has other people in it, and that they all just go on for ever?

Focaria comes out of the garden with the two buckets and sets them down long enough to pull the door shut behind her. Then she lifts a bucket with each hand and starts up the street, to the left, away from the harbour.

‘Come,’ she says, but I dig my fingers into the crumbling plaster behind me.

‘Euterpe won’t know where I am.’

Focaria keeps walking. ‘You’ll be back before she wakes up.’

The safety of the garden, the only world I know, is only steps away, but Focaria herself is striding away from me with an empty bucket dangling from each hand, into the dazzling haze of sunlight. The street dives into the distance, narrowing as it goes, tall houses on either side crowding closer together the further away they are. The sun glitters off the paving stones ahead, it glares off brightly whitewashed walls. The slanting light casts long patches of shadow under awnings and balconies, it limns the shoulders of tall figures in the street, it makes haloes round their heads, it shines between their legs. They don’t look like Euterpe’s monsters, but I can’t see their faces with the sun behind them. Even the air seems to glitter. Starting at the tips of my toes, the fitted stones of the street seem to run forever, diminishing as they go, while two wagon ruts up the middle draw closer to each other the further away they get but never quite meet. It never occurred to me that the street could run so far I couldn’t see the end of it. The patchwork paving stones are like all the kitchen floors I could ever possibly imagine, laid end to end and stretching forever. The work it must take to keep it clean! You’d be sweeping for the rest of your life!

And the noise! All the sounds that nearly exhaust themselves climbing the garden wall to reach me are now louder than I’ve ever heard them before. The ring of the blacksmith, the rasp of the carpenter, the tap of the tinsmith, the brass voice of the crier announcing another runaway, ‘MONica, an AFrican, aged SIXteen . . .’ The creaking gulls in the harbour behind me, the ceaseless splashing of water nearby, a couple of men shouting jovially back and forth across the street. Two girls laughing, a baby crying, a dog barking. I hear a rhythmic thumping, whump whump whump, and the sound of deep voices singing along with it. Up ahead, a large, complicated black shape resolves itself out of the haze of sunlight, wheels rumbling, bell tinkling, hooves clop clop clopping. Is that the box on wheels Euterpe tried to explain to me? Is that a cart? Or is it one of those strange creatures from where the North Wind lives, come to devour me?

I burst away from the wall and race to catch up to Focaria. I clutch the back of her skirt, to put her between me and the approaching monster. She looks down at me.

‘Here.’ She holds out one of the buckets.

I look past her at the approaching cart.

‘Take it,’ she insists, and I take the bucket’s handle with one hand. ‘Come,’ she says, and I follow, clinging to her skirt with one hand and banging the bucket against the pavement with the other. Without stopping, she plucks my hand out of her skirt.

‘Pick it up, Pusus,’ she says. ‘Use both hands.’

Now I’m trotting after her, both my palms under the greasy handle of the bucket. The cart is becoming sharper up ahead, filling the street. Euterpe was right, it is a box on wheels! The mule is swaybacked and bony and wearing leather blinders. It nods its long head, jangling the bell in its harness, and it sputters in a great sparkling cloud of droplets. A long-legged man in a ragged, wide-brimmed straw hat draws it along with his fingers hooked through the bridle. He is murmuring in the mule’s drooping ear. The tired clopping of its hooves becomes the loudest thing I have ever heard, reverberating off the walls on either side. Focaria draws me onto the pavement as the cart’s wheels crunch past us in the wagon ruts, close enough to touch. Euterpe was right about the wheels, too – they are taller than I am, they could crush a little boy without hesitation. If the wheels miss me, the cart above them is stacked with bundles of firewood that look ready to topple and crush me anyway. Then man and mule and cart have passed, the clopping and the crunching diminish, and the cart recedes down the street toward the harbour, shuddering from side to side.

‘When you’re out here on your own,’ Focaria says, ‘remember to look both ways before you cross the street. Last thing I need is for you to get trampled.’

‘On my own?’

‘Here we are,’ she says, and she draws me by the shoulder into the street again.

Across from us is the source of the splashing water I hear late at night, when all the other sounds die away. A stone trough rests half in and out of the street, and at one end a ceaseless stream pours out of the worn mouth of a stone fish. The overflow dribbles through a notch in the trough and into the street, and the pavement all around the fountain is slimed with grit and mud. But this morning the purling of the water is overwhelmed by the buzz of conversation and the clatter of laughter from a group of women clustered round the fountain, each holding a bucket or two, each waiting her turn. At the centre of them, closest to the water, a tall, ebony-skinned woman with a prominent jaw seems to be conducting the conversation, bestowing a glance here and there, leading the laughter when someone (usually her) makes a joke. She seems to be directing the distribution of water as well, dipping her head to allow one woman and then another step to the trough ahead of her. Apart from the wolves, these are the first women I have ever seen, and I had no idea there could be such variety. One is old and fat and dark, another is younger and fatter and as pale as Focaria. One small, grey woman has drooping eyelids but a watchful gaze, and when the others laugh, she only smiles. Another is thin and hollow-eyed, and she waits until everybody else laughs and then laughs louder than all of them put together. Two are girls no older than the wolves, one short and one tall, like Thalia and Urania, but actual sisters (I will later learn) with similar round faces. Unlike Thalia and Urania, they go without make-up, coil their hair tight round their heads, and wear long dresses that cover them from throat to toes. But their eyes light up at the sight of me the way Thalia’s do, and one of them calls out, ‘Who’s your little friend, Focaria?’

‘Nobody,’ says Focaria, drawing me to the edge of the crowd. ‘Just Pusus.’ Just a boy.

Standing slightly apart from the others, a pale, bony girl waits with two buckets at her feet and a narrow wooden yoke propped on end against the wall. She’s younger than the two girls but older than me, and her coarse yellow hair is pulled back tight into a bun. She says nothing to us as Focaria and I stand next to her. She doesn’t even look at us, but only stares down at the pavement just beyond her bare toes. Twice I see her glance up, once at the lantern-jawed woman at the centre of the crowd, then across the street at a tall man with deep-set eyes and bushy eyebrows who is putting back the shutters of his shop, the one that shares a wall with the tavern garden. The morning light falls along the counter that runs across the front of the shop. Within, rows of rusty red amphorae laid on their sides in wooden racks recede into the shadows.

One by one each woman dips her bucket and waddles away, dripping coins of water on the pavement. As the crowd diminishes, the pale girl nudges her buckets closer to the trough with her foot, shifts the yoke with one hand, and shuffles sideways. Then she leans back against the wall and stares at her toes again. From the shadows among his racks of amphorae, the shopkeeper glances in her direction.

The remaining women all shout as the hollow-eyed woman dips her bucket a bit too enthusiastically, sloshing water over the side of the trough.

‘Easy, Lucilia,’ says the tall woman, dancing back from the sloshing water. ‘Leave some for the rest of us.’

‘I beg your pardon, Afra,’ says Lucilia, and she hunches her shoulders and glances nervously from side to side as she hefts her brimming bucket away with both hands. Only the watchful, grey-haired woman and the two girls remain, and they turn deferentially to Afra.

‘Balbina, you go ahead,’ she says to the grey woman. She snaps her fingers at the slave girl with the buckets and the yoke.

‘Tacita,’ she says sharply, and the girl looks up. Afra circles her hand to indicate Balbina and the two girls. ‘You go after these three,’ announces Afra. ‘I need to speak with my husband.’ Then she lifts her long jaw and sails across the street toward the shop. The tall man, Priscianus the oil merchant, watches her from under his bushy eyebrows as he arranges jars of various sizes and colours along the countertop. Afra plants herself at the front of the small group that is already gathering to buy oil, and she conducts her business loudly, while her husband says little.

‘Pay attention.’ Focaria grips the top of my head and directs my wandering gaze to the fountain. Only Tacita is ahead of us now. She’s already standing on the worn stone step next to the trough, holding her first bucket directly under the stream of water flowing from the fish’s mouth.

‘See that?’ murmurs Focaria. ‘She never dips the bucket in the water.’

Her arms taut, the slave girl lifts the full bucket away from the trough. She fills the second bucket and sets it at a distance from the first. Then she plucks the yoke from the wall. From each end of the yoke hangs a short length of cord with an iron hook at the end, and stepping between the buckets, she deftly hooks the handle of each bucket. Then she stands, holding the yoke with both hands, high enough to pull the cord tight, but not high enough yet to lift the buckets. Her face blank, Tacita watches the shop across the street until Afra sings, ‘Ta-ra, then, dear,’ and waggles her fingers at her husband as she walks away.

‘Are you still here?’ she says to Tacita. ‘What are you waiting for?’

Tacita lowers her eyes, gets her shoulders under the yoke, and slowly stands. The yoke bends and the buckets sway, and as Afra strides down the street toward the harbour, Tacita trudges after her step by careful step, her calves straining. She’s so slight it looks as if the water weighs more than she does, but she spills much less than the other women did. Across the street, even as he murmurs to his first customer of the day, Priscianus watches her walk away. When Afra reaches the house across from our garden, she sails through the door, and we hear her shouting at the sleeping porter to ‘Wake up, you lazy boy!’ Tacita carefully points the yoke through the door and follows her inside. As soon as the back end of the yoke and its gently swinging bucket slide through, the door shuts behind her.

‘Pusus! Pay attention!’

Focaria has already filled her bucket, and she hauls me up onto the stone step next to the trough, where I stare at the water streaming from the open mouth of the stone fish.

‘Does it ever stop?’ I say.

‘Nothing lasts for ever,’ says Focaria, and she presses my hands around the handle of my bucket and helps me hoist it as high as I can.

‘Right under the fish,’ she repeats. ‘Never get water out of the tank. You never know what’s in it, especially in the morning.’

As I stagger down off the step with the brimming bucket, Focaria is already carrying her bucket back toward our doorway, leaning to one side with her other arm out for balance. I walk slowly after her carrying my bucket before me with both hands, the way I usually do. Before I’m even halfway there, Focaria shoulders through the door and disappears into the garden. I try to call out, but all I can do is squeak. The rope handle cuts into my palms. My legs tremble, my arms shake, I splash water with every stuttering step. If anything, the door seems to be getting further away the faster I try to go. She has left me on my own in the street.

‘Wolf!’ someone shouts, and now a pack of running boys streams past me at full tilt toward the harbour, their limbs flashing, their hair flying behind them. As the slap of their bare feet reaches its pitch, I set the bucket down hard, spilling some of it. I hunch over it on my knees, partly to protect it, partly just for something to hang on to. The boys, not much older than me, flow and weave through each other like swifts, laughing and hooting and shouting. The one who called me ‘wolf’ dances backwards, barefoot and bare-chested, wearing only a loincloth. He slows and stops and starts toward me. Two other boys turn and follow him, the three drawing together as if closing a net. Their hair is lank, their eyes are avid, the sun gleams in the sweat on their skin. The first boy watches me the way Thalia does when she says she wants to eat me up, but without affection, as if maybe he actually does.

‘Pusus!’ shouts Focaria. She’s marching across the street from the garden door. I half expect to see a boning knife in her fist.

The two other boys bolt, but Focaria has blocked the first boy’s escape. He prances from side to side on the balls of his feet.

‘Pusus!’ she shouts again, but she’s not looking at me, she’s looking at him. Of course: Pusus isn’t his name, just as it’s not mine. He’s only a boy, like I am. She claps her hands as if shooing a cat, and he dances out of her reach, thrusting his face in my direction one last time.

‘Wolf!’ he shouts, and then he’s gone, howling like a dog all the way down the street until he passes under the shadow of the harbour arch. Focaria drags me up from the bucket and hauls it and me into the garden. She shuts and bolts the door, then carries the bucket to the water tank. I trot after her.

‘Am I a wolf?’

With one hand Focaria lifts the wooden lid of the tank.

‘No.’ She hoists the bucket. ‘Not yet, anyway.’ Pours it in. ‘You might not be, if you’re lucky.’ Sets the bucket down, lifts its mate. ‘But you’re probably not that lucky.’ Empties the second bucket.

As I puzzle over this, Focaria puts the bucket down, replaces the lid with a hollow thump, and turns to me.

‘Fetching water’s going to be one of your jobs from now on,’ she says. ‘Do what Tacita does, and you’ll be fine.’

‘Who’s Tacita?’

‘The slave girl across the street.’ She lifts her chin toward Priscianus’s house. ‘She knows what she’s doing.’ Focaria ticks off Tacita’s virtues on her fingers. ‘Always goes to the back of the line. Doesn’t talk to anybody. Fills the bucket straight from the spout.’

I’m not really listening. My head is still spinning from everything I’ve seen since she dragged me through the garden door.

‘Do you understand?’ Focaria says. ‘She doesn’t speak. She does her job and goes home.’ She gestures at the yoke propped in the corner. ‘When you’re bigger, I’ll show you how to use that, so you don’t have to make so many trips.’

‘But I’m not a wolf?’

Focaria purses her lips. I know that look. I’m about to be pinched or maybe even slapped. But then she sees something behind me, and her lips tighten in that smile she wears when something secretly amuses her.

‘She’ll explain it to you,’ she says, and I turn to see Euterpe coming through the garden, rubbing her eyes and yawning. She’s still wearing her smudged make-up from the night before.

‘Explain what?’ She gives us a broad smile that says she’s equally happy to see both of us.

‘Someone called him a wolf this morning.’ Focaria is already heading for the kitchen.

‘What? Who?’ Euterpe catches the cook’s hand as she passes, and the two women let their fingers slide past each other.

‘Some boy,’ says Focaria, ‘in the street.’

‘In the street?’ Euterpe looks surprised. ‘What was he doing in the street?’

‘You heard Dominus yesterday,’ Focaria says over her shoulder. ‘I took him to the fountain.’

‘You took him out?’

From the kitchen doorway Focaria favours us both with her secret smile.

‘Our little boy is growing up.’ She laughs. ‘You’re going to have to stop telling him lies.’

‘What does that mean?’ Euterpe says, but Focaria has already stepped into the shadow. Her voice floats out of the kitchen.

‘You’re the teacher!’

Euterpe and I settle into the shade beside the tank, our usual place. Before she can say a word, I act out for her my visit to the fountain, as well as everything I’ve learned from Focaria since the day before. I serve as my own breathless chorus.

‘Focaria says her name isn’t Focaria and my name isn’t Pusus, and she says that some people are people and some people are things, and she says that I was supposed to be a girl, but I’m really a thing like a pot and a pot doesn’t have a name and I don’t have a name either, and the other Pusus says I’m a wolf, but Focaria says I’m not, though maybe I will be if I’m not lucky, but right now I’m just Pusus.’

Through the kitchen door, I can hear Focaria chopping, snick snick snick. But I scarcely notice, because I have questions. ‘So what is my name? Is it Little One, or Mouse, or Antiochus? Is your name Euterpe, or is Euterpe what you are? Are you a thing or a person? Do you know where you come from? Why can’t I know my mother?’

Euterpe sighs and folds me onto her lap.

‘I know what I am,’ she whispers into my ear, ‘because I know where I came from.’

‘So how come . . . ?’

‘Shhh,’ she says, and holds me tighter. ‘Just because you don’t know, doesn’t mean that’s a bad thing. Not knowing can be a gift.’

I say nothing, but I stir restlessly in her embrace. What does she mean? How can not knowing anything can be a gift?

‘Listen,’ she says, and then she does what she always does when I’m confused. She tells me a story.

Once, says Euterpe, there was a king named Numitor.

‘What’s a king?’ I say.

‘The man in charge. Like the emperor I told you about.’

‘Like Audo?’

‘Sort of,’ she says. ‘Don’t interrupt.’

So, she continues, Numitor had two children, a daughter named Rhea and a son named Amulius. But Amulius wanted to be king instead, so he killed Numitor, his own father. And because Rhea saw him do it, he locked her up in a room so she could never tell anyone.

‘Why didn’t he just kill her, too?’

‘Because she was his sister.’

‘But he already killed his father.’

Euterpe squeezes me. ‘Just listen . . .’

But even though Rhea was locked alone in a room, a god managed to visit her. Euterpe has already told me about God, who lives in the sky and is even bigger and stronger than Audo. God sees everything I do, all the time, even when Audo can’t. Unlike Audo, though, God is kind, and Euterpe has told me that I, too, should aspire to be kind, like God. When I ask why I can’t see him, she says that the only way to meet God is to live a blameless life, and that’s not very likely. So it turns out that God is just one more father I’ll never know. But back when this story took place, she continues, there was more than one god, and one of them was a god named Mars, who because he was a god could walk through walls and locked doors. So he came into the room where Rhea was, and together they made a child. In fact, they made two children.

‘Two?’

‘Yes, two little boys. Twins.’

‘Like the two emperors?’

‘Sort of. Just listen . . .’

I still can’t imagine how one boy can come from a woman’s belly, let alone two, but Euterpe continues: When Rhea’s two sons were born, Amulius was very angry, so he ordered one of his slaves to steal the two boys and kill them.

‘Why didn’t he do it himself?’

‘Because he didn’t want to anger the god.’

‘But then why kill them at all?’

‘Listen . . .’

The slave didn’t really want to kill the babies, either, says Euterpe, so he put them in a basket in the reeds next to a river, where he figured some animal would eat them or the water would rise and drown them. At least he wouldn’t have to do it himself.

I gasp, but Euterpe hugs me. ‘Don’t worry,’ she says. ‘Something wonderful happens.’

‘Their mother comes to save them?’

‘No, Little One, I’m sorry.’ She kisses me. ‘They never see their mother again.’

Is every boy in the world like me? I start to cry, so Euterpe holds me tighter. She smells just as she always does, a mingling of her own scent and of all the men she was with the night before. As I write these words now, many years later and far away from Carthago Nova, I can smell it as if she were here in the room with me. It’s what a mother smells like.

‘No,’ she says, ‘the two little boys are rescued . . . by a wolf!’

I sit up straight in her arms.

‘Yes!’ Her eyes are bright. ‘And the wolf takes them both home and raises them as if they were her own children.’

‘Like you?’

Euterpe’s eyes fill with tears. She holds me close again so I can’t see her face. ‘Yes,’ she says, ‘just like me.’ She holds me tightly. ‘Do you remember the empire I was telling you about yesterday?’

Someone sighs, and we both look up. Focaria is a few paces away, a trowel in one hand and an onion in the other.

‘What nonsense are you telling him?’ she says.

Euterpe ignores her. ‘Those two little boys,’ she says, ‘are just like you. They never knew their parents, and they were raised by a wolf.’

‘Oh, for fuck’s sake,’ mutters Focaria.

‘But they grew up to be kings anyway,’ Euterpe says.

‘This isn’t helping,’ says Focaria.

‘And they founded an empire,’ says Euterpe.

‘That’s enough.’ Focaria clutches the shoulder of my tunic and hauls me out of Euterpe’s grasp. ‘Go inside and get the fire going.’ She swats me on the backside with the flat of the trowel. I trot a few steps, but then I look back. Euterpe is standing now, and she and Focaria are whispering furiously at each other.

‘. . . life as it is,’ says Focaria.

‘. . . a little hope,’ says Euterpe.

By now the sun is higher in the sky, and the shadow of the wall casts a meridian across the garden. Euterpe and Focaria are on the dark side of it, and I’m standing in the light.

‘Did they have names?’ I call out. ‘The two boys.’

The two women stop arguing and look at me.

‘Or were they just things, like me?’

Focaria starts to speak, but Euterpe touches her arm.

‘Their names,’ she calls out, ‘were Romulus and Remus.’

‘Why fill his head with lies?’ Focaria mutters, but Euterpe steps out of the shadow.

‘Focaria says I’m a thing, like the iron pot,’ I say. ‘You say I’m like the emperor.’

Focaria gives a short bark of a laugh, and Euterpe shushes her.

‘You can be both,’ she says.

‘No he can’t,’ mutters Focaria.
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