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	In 1992 Daisy Hayes had inherited Bottomleigh House and was struggling to keep it afloat financially. Then she got a letter from an archaeologist, asking her to help make sense of a mysterious message that had just been dug up in Rome. Time to hook up again with Morag, her deaf friend from the ‘project’ in 1964, and to go back to the Eternal City.

	In AD 64, after Feli’s death, Desiderata had scores to settle and a ‘twin sister’ to bury. Her new friends the Christians gave her sanctuary, but her relationship with them was a bit strained. Soon the ‘Community’ and their blind protégée had to part company. Eventually, assisted by her uncle Balbus, ex-centurion of the X Fretensis legion, she found a path out of her troubles, and helped him search for a stolen treasure.

	So, 1928 years later, Daisy went looking for a gold cache from antiquity, hoping to solve a new mystery, and even more to reconnect with Desi, her soulmate from ancient Rome.

	 

	“Nick Aaron’s unique formula is now well-known from ‘The Desiderata Stone’: two storylines mirror and enhance one another over a gap of almost two millennia.”

	The Weekly Banner

	 

	This 86k novel is the second ‘Millennia’ mystery in the Blind Sleuth series:

	I     1964/AD 64   The Desiderata Stone

	II    1992/AD 64-65   The Desiderata Gold

	III   1964/AD 67   The Desiderata Riddle

	IV   AD 76   Desiderata’s Lost Cause

	 


 

	And some believed the things which were spoken, and some believed not.

	Acts 28:24
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	I   1992: Daisy and Morag

	 

	Darren Miller was driving his wife to the station. It was only a small Japanese car, a familiar country lane with hedges, an everyday occurrence, but he was thrilled. Normally Darren was ‘confined’ to a wheelchair, he was a paraplegic, but the little car had been adapted for hand driving with a special knob on the steering wheel and a kind of joystick for controlling the accelerator and the brakes. Now he greatly relished the fact that he was driving at all, zipping without a worry in the world along narrow country roads, going straight to the nearest town, where the local railway line had a stop. He looked over at his wife, Daisy, who was a lot older than he was, and totally blind. She never wore prosthetics to disguise her shrivelled eyes, but when she went out she put a pair of round dark glasses on her charming little pug nose; she was wearing them now.

	She was telling him about this person they were going to pick up at the station, Morag, who was deaf, and that she’d met her for the first time in Rome, almost thirty years before. Darren loved hearing his wife’s stories, he always encouraged her to tell him all about the exciting adventures she’d had in her very eventful life, and she’d oblige only reluctantly, never one to brag, but also anxious not to hide anything from him. But he didn’t know this Morag who was coming to stay with them for a long weekend.

	“So this was in 1964, huh? Then I was thirteen years old or something.”

	“And I had recently turned forty; I was feeling rather middle-aged… In those days, at forty, you were really supposed to be very adult; not like nowadays.”

	“Yeah, well, pardon me if I’m still feeling young at heart… and how long did you stay in Rome, then?”

	“Oh, just a fortnight… but Morag and I were roommates for the duration.”

	Daisy proceeded to explain about the “project” this eccentric Irish priest had thought up, and how the deaf and the blind had been teamed up two by two.

	Her husband exclaimed, “This Father Cadogan must have had a sadistic streak!”

	“Oh no, not more so nor less than any other priest, I suppose.”

	Darren roared with laughter.

	Daisy sometimes worried about the age difference between them, she was about to turn seventy that year, come November, and how long would Darren be happy to be married to a woman who could easily have been his mother? He always told her not to worry, that he was enjoying every moment of their life together, “Never a dull moment, I tell ya,” and that he just didn’t want to think about the future. “You know me, I’ve always taken it one day at a time.”

	Now Darren looked over at his wife, sitting right next to him in the passenger seat, relaxed and smiling. He looked at her fleetingly, then he concentrated on the road again, he was a very careful driver. “How come I’ve never met this Morag before?”

	“Oh, you know, we lost touch, although we exchanged letters once in a while.”

	“Does she write in Braille?”

	“No, silly, no need. I always find someone to read my mail out loud.”

	“Not me, though.”

	“No, but you do so many other things for me. Reading letters is not part of what you have to do, I hope you don’t mind.”

	“Not at all, suits me fine.”

	“Anyway, when I came home in 1964, after Rome, I became very much involved with my art again, and with my first sculpture exhibition… Then I was abducted and raped, and I got pregnant with Jonathan… Raising my child kept me very busy after that, and it only ended when Johnny-John was arrested, as you know. And only since he became a more or less independent teenager did I have enough time to take up the things I’d promised Morag… In 1964 I promised her that one day I’d learn BSL: British Sign Language. And now we’re meeting up again for the first time, and I’ll be able to communicate with her directly.”

	“But not me… can she lipread, this Morag?”

	“I don’t know. Maybe. Don’t worry, though: I’ll be our interpreter, if needed… I’m sure everything will be fine.”

	 

	They arrived early, parked on the reserved space for invalids, and Daisy asked, “Wheelchair?”

	“Yep… please.”

	She retrieved the collapsible chair from the boot, unfolded it and placed it with the brakes engaged next to Darren’s door. The paraplegic propelled himself from the car seat to the waiting chair, swinging by his muscular arms from the special holds mounted under the roof. His wife held out her arms, probing, and deftly handled his dead legs until he was properly seated. “King Louie in action,” she muttered, and her husband smiled. They worked wonderfully as a team.

	They went over to the platform of the train station; Daisy walked swiftly behind the wheelchair, pushing it lightly, and Darren steered the course. They had to climb a steep incline. At the foot of the ramp he said, “We’re going up… push!” and while Daisy pushed hard, he worked the hand rims of his wheels with his arms, and together they glided up with apparent ease. Team work. The incline and the reserved parking spaces at this little station were also the result of their teamed efforts: how could the local authorities resist the lobbying of this peculiar couple, one a wheelchair-bound paraplegic and the other blind since birth!

	As they waited for Morag’s train, Darren kept up a quiet, regular flow of comments about what he could see around them, “I always think this old little station is quaint, you know… just this one platform, really, and another one on the other side of the tracks… there’s these metal-wire baskets hanging from the cast-iron pillars of the canopies, and the petunias are bloomin’… just a riot of blooms, you wouldn’t believe it.”

	Daisy stroked his broad shoulders, smiling, “You’ve become quite a gardening expert, city boy.”

	“You bet, milady.”

	And finally the afternoon train arrived; only a few passengers got off. “There she is,” Darren muttered, “she’s recognized you; here she comes!”

	Daisy took off her glasses and opened her arms, cocking her head to one side, and silently the traveller dropped her suitcase and fell into an embrace with her old acquaintance.

	A familiar scene, Darren reflected, looking up at the two. Since they’d moved to Bottomleigh House, they’d had many visitors from all walks of life; picking up people from the station had become a recurring ritual, although some of them came by car. Old colleagues and friends of Daisy’s, physiotherapists and childhood chums, some from as far back as her schooldays. Beatrice, of course, was a regular, although she didn’t like him much, but Daisy said she’d never appreciated the men in her life anyway. A few crew members from ‘D for Daisy’—the Lancaster bomber both of her first two husbands had flown—showed up sometimes: wonderful old geezers. Even his former rival Bernard Thistlehurst had paid them a visit once, arriving in a chauffeured car, and Darren had enjoyed the company of the wheelchair-bound ex-detective more than he’d expected to.

	But what he was witnessing now was really out of the ordinary. Normally these kinds of reunions would be accompanied by many shrieks of excitement, tearful exclamations along the lines of: “Is it really you? You haven’t changed one bit since we last met thirty years ago!” And whatnot. In contrast, these two just kept hugging in complete silence. At length they let go of each other and started to chat in sign language. Daisy used her hands to make all sorts of complicated signals, and Morag looked adoringly at her, beaming, and ‘listened’. Then, when Daisy had finished speaking and expected an answer, she raised her hands, her fingers spread in front of her, and Morag performed her signs within this space, with Daisy following them with her fingertips. All this in complete silence. Sometimes the deaf woman seized Daisy’s hands and used them like puppets, apparently making them perform signs in between them. They looked a bit like two little girls playing at hand games, totally absorbed, but without ever clapping, which seemed strange.

	Suddenly, while still signing with her hands, Daisy said out loud, “This is my husband Darren. I wrote about him,” all the while spelling his name with six rapid fingerspelling signs.

	And when Morag signed back, making physical contact again, Daisy interpreted, “Pleased to meet you, husband.”

	Darren nodded at their visitor and raised his hand; he smiled as ingratiatingly as he could. “Hi!”

	Daisy giggled, “Isn’t he charming?”

	“Yes, he looks like Jesus Christ.”

	“That’s what they always say! Do you hear that, darling?”

	“Yeah, that’s me… the wheelie Messiah, always at your service.”

	All three of them laughed at the little joke, but Darren noticed that Morag’s laughter was completely silent.

	As they drove back to Bottomleigh House, the two women were sitting in the back of the car, chatting with their hands, and Darren took a good look at their guest in the rear-view mirror. She was slight and unprepossessing, a lot younger than Daisy but clearly older than him. “Thank God she’s no competition for my wife,” he reflected. Darren had problems with commitment; he tended to fall in love at the slightest provocation and at the most inconvenient moments. He was glad he would be spared any inner turmoil this time. Daisy said, “Darling, I’m telling Morag how we came to be in possession of Bottomleigh House. As you already know the story, I’m not interpreting, all right?”

	“Got it. You keep me posted only when anything interesting turns up.”

	“Exactly. You’re an angel.”

	Already the House was visible in the distance, perched on higher grounds with vast lawns around it. Their very own mansion. At first Daisy had inherited a share of it, in the nineteen-eighties, when her mother-in-law had passed away, and her first husband’s two sisters, Maud and Margery, had also inherited their part of the estate at the time. It was only recently, by a tragic succession of events, the unexpected death of both sisters within the same year, one in Southampton, the other in the US, in New York, that Darren’s wife had suddenly become the sole proprietor. When Stella Prendergast had died in the eighties, Bottomleigh House had been an old people’s home, and the three heirs had kept it like that for as long as possible, only visiting the House occasionally during summer holidays. That was how Darren had got to know it for the first time in 1990. And two years later here they were, they owned the place and they had moved in from London more or less permanently.

	Now surely Daisy would be telling Morag about their financial difficulties; she never made a secret of that with her friends; always admitted frankly that they were strapped for cash. The place was no longer a home with paying residents, and even in Stella’s days she had run it at a loss, sinking a lot of her own money into it. Daisy had now been forced to sell her flat in London, just to cover the succession rights on the thing, and then you still needed to take care of the upkeep. Dodgy businessmen showed up regularly, offering to take the manor off their hands for a pittance… very annoying, that!

	They arrived at the main gate on the road from the village, veered into a driveway that wound slightly uphill for five hundred yards, and stopped on a gravel forecourt in front of the House. They were home. But just as they were about to alight from the car, Daisy suddenly voiced what she was saying to Morag for Darren’s benefit, “There is one thing that will always keep me tied to this place, you know, it’s that my first husband Ralph was born here, and also he’s buried next to the church in the village we just drove through. We must visit his grave; I want you to see it.”

	“Of course,” Morag answered, “you must show me everything.”

	“Well, first we’re going to show you the house.”

	Then, as Daisy retrieved the wheelchair from the back of the car and unloaded Morag’s suitcase, Darren realized that his wife was going to have a problem with her hands: she couldn’t communicate with her deaf friend as long as she needed them for other chores.

	“Listen, Baloo, let me take care of myself, now, so you can keep signing with Morag, all right?”

	“Oh? Ah… yes, you’re right. Of course. So sweet of you!”

	They had installed a ramp along the steps of the monumental portico, and Darren propelled himself to the front door. As they went inside, he observed that as long as Daisy was using her cane and Morag carrying her suitcase, they still couldn’t communicate anyway. But a moment later the two women were sitting side by side on the living room sofa, facing one another so they could talk again, and Daisy interpreted what she was saying for his benefit. Darren had just brought in a nice pot of tea.

	“How do you like our modest home?” Daisy opened the conversation.

	“Unbelievable, you’ve become a lady of the manor!”

	“And how do you like my BSL signing?”

	“You took your sweet time getting there, but I can’t tell you how thrilled I am that we can finally chat like this!”

	“And I’m amazed how you’ve learned to sign for the blind, darling Morag, that must be quite tricky too.”

	“Yes. No one ever said it would be easy. Remember how puzzled we all were in 1964, in Rome, when Father Cadogan just threw us together?”

	“Puzzled and afraid! It was such an uncomfortable experience.”

	They exchanged some reminiscences; what an extraordinary man Cadogan had been; he’d only recently passed away.

	“Back to his maker.”

	“Yes… let his maker deal with him from now on.”

	Daisy giggled and Morag pulled her earlobe, sniggering silently. Darren looked on with keen interest at this amazing phenomenon: two old friends, one deaf and the other blind, chatting and joking as if this were the most natural thing in the world. Suddenly, thinking back at the conversation Daisy had just interpreted, a question arose in his mind.

	“Wait a minute, Daisy, tell me something… That you have a sign for almost every word imaginable I can understand, but surely you don’t have a special sign for me, Darren, or for Cadogan, or Bottomleigh?”

	“Good question, darling… Well, the first time a name comes up, we have to fingerspell it, each letter of the alphabet having its own sign. But that’s very tedious, so after we’ve done that once, we use only the first letter. So you are now ‘Dee’ to us, but that also stands for ‘Daisy’, as Morag and I are calling one another ‘Dee’ and ‘Em’ all the time.”

	The two women giggled at that, one audibly and the other one silently. Then their deaf guest resumed their conversation where they’d left it, explaining how “the project” had evolved over the years, in Dublin, where she lived, leading to these special methods, adapting ISL to communication with the blind. Nobody saw the point of it, of course, but Cadogan had insisted and pushed on regardless. Yes, and then, Daisy reported excitedly, this strange fad had caught on in Britain as well, in BSL circles. She’d applied for lessons as soon as she’d heard about them on the radio. “And when I finally started to be able to express myself, my teacher said, ‘It works with every BSL speaker: you’re one of the club now.’ Well, I thought that was as good a reason to do it as any other.”

	“Absolutely. And here we are.”

	“Isn’t it hard for you to transpose the method from ISL to BSL, though?”

	“It takes some concentration, yes, but I’m already getting the hang of it, as you can observe for yourself.”

	“Yes, but you know what my BSL teacher also told me? That because I’m blind, I’m really missing an essential dimension of the language. When the deaf sign, she said, they look at one another and express subtle variations of meaning through eye contact, through facial expressions and slight body movements.”

	“Well, that also applies for normal speech, I guess. Yet you, being blind, always have to make do without catching the other person’s body language, don’t you?”

	“True. Maybe one shouldn’t be too demanding, right? But anyway, I’m thinking of contributing my own little stone to Cadogan’s vision… I’d like to organize summer camps here at Bottomleigh House, to get deaf and blind kids to know each other better.”

	“Sounds interesting. So you would try to teach them the new method.”

	“Exactly; as far as you could get in a couple of weeks. Obviously the deaf kids would have less to learn than the blind ones, so they could help out with the teaching. And if you want you could come along and help me too.”

	“I’d be delighted! So you’re quite serious about this?”

	“Yes, but it’s only a problem of finances. This is not exactly a ‘get rich quick’ proposition; I need to find funds; maybe there are subsidies I could get for this.”

	“Well, good luck with that. I can tell you beforehand what the charities and official agencies will be asking: what’s the practical use of this for those children?”

	“And I’ll answer what Father Cadogan used to tell us: that the blind kids will find out that they’re not worse off than the deaf, and vice-versa. That they should all realize how good they really have it!”

	At that, both women started giggling again.

	 

	Later that afternoon they walked over to the village, to the graveyard next to the church where Ralph Prendergast was buried. As they followed the shoulder of the road, Darren was propelling himself, and Daisy, who had folded her cane and put it away in her bag, walked shoulder to shoulder with Morag, who kept her arm around her waist. With her hands and voice Daisy was telling them about her adventures in the summer of 1939, how she’d actually bicycled on this very same road and all over the region, pushing on as far as the seashore, even.

	“I’ve never done this again after Ralph died. It was only feasible because we were a whole gang, the others were shepherding me, and Ralph was a genius at supervising this kind of thing.”

	On the last slope up to the village, Daisy stopped talking and pushed her husband’s wheelchair; he was grateful for her thoughtfulness. In fact, he knew, his wife just loved to walk behind him, letting him steer the course. That way they could make endless hikes through the countryside, one of their favourite pastimes.

	And then they entered the graveyard around the old church of Bottomleigh. The Prendergast graves occupied the place of honour at the front, and Ralph’s last resting place was even more prominent, right next to the church portal. His name and dates were embossed in bronze letters on a plaque, so that they should be easily readable for his blind widow.

	“This gravestone is the first one I learned to read with my fingertips,” Daisy now told them, “long before I did the same with the Roman ones at the Vatican Museums.”

	She crouched and fingered the inscription for a while, and then raised herself again to be able to sign.

	“Remember the Desiderata stone? I was all in a flap about it at the time. It mentioned a deaf woman, Felicitas, as well as Desiderata herself, who was blind since birth. Me and Father Contini we were absolutely thrilled. Those two had lived together for fifteen years!”

	Morag asked, “Do you think the blind woman and the deaf one could have communicated the way we are doing now?”

	“Yes, yes, I’m absolutely certain of it.”

	“Would Felicitas have been able to communicate with anyone else, apart from her blind companion, I wonder?”

	“We’ll never know.”

	Darren looked on and listened in fascination. Daisy was always in a reminiscent mood at her first husband’s grave, but today she was looking back much further into the past, far beyond anything he could understand. He suddenly realized that Morag’s visit was going to take his wife away from him for a while. As a couple they got along well because they allowed one another some space. Darren had his own concerns, especially in London, and Daisy had hers, for instance this grave. And then they had a lot of things they shared and did together, their pleasures and concerns as a couple. But this was not one of those, Darren reflected, this deaf woman’s visit was Daisy’s thing. I guess I’ll have to wheel aside, he told himself, and give you some space right now, Baloo.

	Morag said, “You were so young when you became a widow. You started so early in life: no wonder you were already such a mother figure for me, way back then.”

	On their way home, going slightly downhill, Daisy told them that a year ago she’d received a letter from father Contini’s nephew Francesco. “Well, he introduced himself as ‘one of the many nephews of the late Cardinal Contini,’ and he wrote that recently the builders of a new office block in Rome had stumbled on the underground remains of a nice, quite fancy domus from antiquity, with some interesting inscriptions.”

	The site was dubbed “The house of inscriptions”, but also “The Desiderata residence”, as that name was mentioned in some of the texts that were found. The nephew happened to be the head archaeologist responsible for the excavations, and he remembered his uncle’s stories about uncovering “the Desiderata stone” in the sixties, and after going to much trouble to get her address, he’d written to Daisy to pick her brains.

	“In fact, Francesco wrote that his uncle’s stories, when he was just a boy, were precisely what had prompted him to become an archaeologist in the first place. I could only confirm that ‘our’ Desiderata would indeed have been fascinated by inscriptions, as she was a very rare example of a private person from antiquity who’d carved one on her own. It seems there are a lot more in that domus, but that they’ve all been made to professional standards, probably by paid stonemasons.”

	Daisy paused for a moment while they walked on, and then Morag stopped in her tracks, so she could ask, “What did all those messages say? Come on, you’re making me terribly curious!”

	“I’ll show you Francesco’s letters as soon as we get home. They’re in English, so you’ll know as much as I do when you’ve read them. But there’s one thing in particular that has all the archaeologists of Rome in a flurry: there’s a hint at the existence of a hidden treasure! One of the inscriptions mentions Desiderata’s ‘inheritance’… Well, I can’t remember the exact words in Latin, but essentially it says, ‘Only those who are like us can find the gold.’ Of course I wrote back that it probably means that only a blind and a deaf person, teaming up like Desiderata and Felicitas did, would be able to track down Desi’s inheritance.”

	“Oh, I see! I get it now: you and I will have to team up and try to solve the riddle!”

	“That’s right. And there’s an open invitation from Francesco to go and visit him in Rome at any time and try to figure it out.”

	They were still standing by the side of the road, in communication mode, and Morag leaned over, raised herself on the top of her toes, and nibbled at one of Daisy’s earlobes. The older woman knew exactly what that meant: her deaf friend was game.

	 

	In the end Morag stayed at Bottomleigh House for ten days, that early summer, then she went back to Dublin, but it was agreed they would visit Rome together later that month. However, before Daisy could take herself off to the Eternal City, she had to visit her son Jonathan in prison, in London, and tell him about her plans. She visited him once in a fortnight, very regularly, as he appreciated regularity, and liked to see his mother right on schedule. It was quite a trip for a blind elderly lady, especially now that she lived in West Sussex.

	“I’m going to Rome with an old friend, darling,” Daisy explained her early visit, as she sat down at the table in the prison visitors’ room. She touched her son’s hand discreetly and apologized for not coming on the usual date.

	“Do I know the friend? Beatrice? Margery?”

	“Not Beatrice, no, and Margery has passed away, remember? That’s why we inherited Bottomleigh House in the first place. No, Morag is a lovely girl from Dublin that I know from way back, before you were even born. She’s deaf, by the way, which makes for an interesting problem of communication.”

	“Bo-ring!”

	“Don’t say that, darling, just think: the deaf use sign language, and the blind cannot see it… intriguing, no?”

	“Well, spare me the disgusting details, is all I’m saying.”

	“Anyway, Morag and I are off for a real adventure: we’re going to help an archaeologist track down a hidden treasure!”

	“All right! Is there some serious money in it?”

	“That is what I’m secretly hoping. Wouldn’t it be wonderful if we could solve all our problems with the house?”

	“Yeah… we must keep the house, Mummy.”

	Jonathan was very pleased by the idea that one day he would inherit Bottomleigh House. And when his mother had explained the financial difficulties arising from this, she’d consoled him by saying that otherwise he would inherit the money she would get when she sold it. “Actually I could get quite a lot for it. That is bound to be so much, that I would never be able to spend it all on my own.”

	But poor Johnny-John had begged her not to sell the house, that he really fancied the idea that he’d own a manor one day, when he would have served his sentence, never mind how derelict it would be. “Yes, well,” his mother had answered, “it won’t be easy, but if the idea of owning Bottomleigh House can help you through the day, I suppose it’s worth fighting for.”

	“Yeah, one day I’m gonna change it into a haunted attraction and make lots of money from it… ‘The Murderer’s Manor’, can you see it?”

	“No, but you will do as you like, darling. Thank God I will no longer be there.”

	 


 

	II   AD 64: After the fire

	 

	To catch fish in the Tiber you had to go upstream and you needed to get there early. There were many people out fishing these days, the competition was fierce and the fish was getting scarce. But Desi and her two new friends were sure they were going to be more successful at it than most. To start with, they had no trouble getting up at dawn; in fact they hit the streets as the very first glow of daylight barely became visible in the east. Pritilla and Tullia had been domestic slaves all their lives; they were used to getting up before everyone else, while the house was still asleep, and to start lighting hearths, tidying dayrooms or mopping marble floors. “That way it disturbed the masters less,” Priti said, “but we had to be real quiet.”

	“Always a good thing,” Desi remarked, “to learn to be quiet.”

	“You can say that again,” Tulli added, “it also helped to stay out of the clutches of our male masters!”

	The two girls sniggered softly. They could afford to laugh it off now, they were no longer slaves… at least for the time being.

	Desiderata had no problems getting up early either. She was not aware of day or night. “Just shake me when I have to get up.” And now she was walking between the two girls, directing them to the Tiber by the shortest route. “If the guards at the end of this street are awake, we melt away and try the next gate in the Servian wall. There’s bound to be a checkpoint detail asleep somewhere, this early.” And so it turned out. Desi had shrouded her face with her headscarf, covering the empty eye sockets that proclaimed “totally blind” a bit too plainly. Tulli also had a headscarf, to cover her blonde hair, which could attract too much attention. They needed to stay as inconspicuous as possible to casual observers: just three ordinary girls making an early start for whatever chores awaited such anonymous drudges.

	Her two friends didn’t know their way around. They’d always been bound to the house of their masters. Desi, on the other hand, was delighted to be back on the streets, where she belonged. Soon she’d led her friends to the riverbank on the Trastevere side, after crossing over the Tiber island. It was plain sailing from here: just follow the shore until they thought they were further away from the city than anyone else would care to go. They passed by the copses near the Vatican Fields where they’d hidden until nightfall among the bushes on the day they’d escaped from the circus. They’d come out of that adventure with only the clothes they had been wearing. Still the three girls didn’t have any shoes, they went barefoot and relied entirely on the callused skin of their soles to protect them from the sharp stones on their path. But the ‘community’ was working on it: the deacons had promised to get shoes for all, warm clothes, and blankets, before winter came. On that mellow, early fall morning, enjoying themselves by the river, they didn’t want to think of the winter.

	They were now also very close to the place where her parents lived, Desi knew. She told her friends, “Listen, you two: one of these days I want you to go visit my mother… and my father. They probably still live in the refugee camps on the Vatican Fields, next to the last bridge we just passed. Do you think you can find your way a second time?”

	The girls answered yes, yes, they may have been green, but they were not stupid. Desi was longing to get in touch with her parents, with her mother especially, but she was aware of the dangers. Rufrius and Piso, her powerful enemies, would still be looking for her. They’d found her the first time; they could find her again and have her arrested once more… or killed straightaway.

	But for the moment it didn’t matter, soon they reached a spot that seemed promising to Desi after the two others had described it to her. They started preparing their self-made fishing rods. Time to relax, enjoy themselves, and catch something to eat, hopefully.

	Desi had often come here since she was a little girl. When Feli was still alive they’d spent endless days roaming up and down the meandering stream on fishing expeditions with some other kids from their street. Although she was deaf, Feli was their scout and would be giving orders, using the sign language she’d invented and that only Desi understood. Then Desi would transmit Feli’s instructions as her own. They both accepted that the others would never take orders from a slave. And so Desi had learned to be quite bossy, although Feli had always called the shots, really.

	The first order of business was to go looking for worms and larvae on the shore. Desi couldn’t do this herself, but she told her new friends where to dig and how to extract the critters they needed. She explained, “Finding the right bait is half the work of a good day’s fishing.” Priti and Tulli squealed as they handled “the beasties”, and moaned with disgust as they had to impale them on thorn hooks. Then they cast their lines the way Desi told them. She had the feeling she really had to tell them everything, but at least they were eager to learn, these brave souls. In fact they were nice girls and the three of them were having great fun.

	But at the same time Desi missed Feli terribly, and she also missed their private language, where you could express so much in just a few gestures. And Feli’s spirit had been deeply integrated into the language they’d shared. Desi missed Feli’s special sense of humour, her sense of fun. She’d lost her “twin sister”; she’d lost something priceless and unique, and she knew that she would never get it back again.

	The two girls reported that the fishing lines were swaying softly in the stream, “So now we just wait for the fish to bite, right?”

	“Yes, Tulli, but keep an eye out. As soon as one of those floaters goes under you have to lift the rod at once, carefully… meanwhile we can relax a bit.”

	As they enjoyed the cool morning air and the soft gurgling of the river, while the sun started to climb in the sky, they were silent for long periods of time. Then they would start chatting softly, talking mostly about their life within the ‘community’, commenting on the latest gossip. It was amazing how much posturing, squabbling and scheming was constantly going on among the members of the small Christian community they were part of. The three girls were very critical of this, even dismissive, and it was one of the things that bonded them: they could speak their minds freely, they trusted each other, and enjoyed one another’s company very much.

	That morning they also discussed the Christian faith for a while. The two sighted girls found it hilarious how their new friend, who only knew the Roman gods, would react with utter dismay at the simplest notions that were quite familiar to them because they’d been raised with them. For instance the story of how Jesus was born… Tulli told Desi, “So Jesus is God’s son, right? But he was born by his mother like everybody else, and that is why we believe that Maria, his mother, was still a virgin even after she got pregnant with him. Otherwise how could he be the son of God, right? We call this ‘the virgin birth’. You have to believe that too if you want to be one of us.”

	“Well, I guess that’s another reason why I don’t want to be one of you… This is getting more complicated all the time, if you know what I mean. It makes my head spin, and what’s the point of all this anyway?”

	But beneath the mocking and the banter, in fact, there was always an undercurrent of grief and despair for the three of them, something dark. They were aware of it all the time.

	The other Christian girl suddenly sighed, “On that night we found out the hard way how babies are really made!”

	“Yeah,” Tulli added, “no ‘immaculate conception’ for us!”

	“Well, at least you two were lucky you didn’t get pregnant.”

	“Yeah, that’s a blessing in a way… But tell me, Desi, do you think we’ll ever be able to get back at those gladiators?”

	“If that is really what you want, Priti, and if you set your mind to it, why not? There are not that many gladiators in town, and everybody knows where to find them. But I’m not saying it will be easy. First we’ll have to figure out if they’re still alive.”

	“Oh, I’m pretty sure they are… I can just feel it.”

	The thing about Priti and Tulli was that they’d both been raped by gladiators on the night before they were all thrown to the lions. It was something they didn’t discuss often, or openly, but it was the thing that bonded them more strongly than anything else. In the first days, while they had all been hiding in the abandoned catacombs near the Via Tiburtina, the three girls had been completely prostrate. Desi was mourning the loss of Feli, Priti and Tulli were in shock about what had happened to them, and still in pain physically. The children around them, and the other youngsters, were only rejoicing because they’d escaped the lions by some kind of miracle, but the three girls had just huddled together in a corner of their dark hideout and grieved. There was nothing anyone could do to help them. Even Plautilla, their beloved deacon, had been at a loss.

	Desi had soon guessed that the two girls who never left her side must be the ones that had been abducted by the guards, on that night in the circus, and handed over to the gladiators. She pitied them greatly, and admired them for refusing to become the mistresses of their rapists; that they’d chosen to die with their parents instead.

	The two girls had known exactly who Desi was. They had witnessed her courage in the arena. How she hadn’t budged an inch when the lions came. How she and her deaf friend had helped them all to escape, and led their way to freedom between the reclining beasts. They knew that she had lost her deaf friend and that she was grieving for her. They admired her immensely, but to start with they hadn’t said a word to her because they were too much in awe of her. Only gradually the three of them had thawed and become friends. However, they understood instinctively that this could only work if they didn’t pester one another with questions. That was why there were some gaps in their conversations, sometimes.

	Later that morning, after they’d hauled some fish out of the Tiber, they lighted a small fire with their flints and chargrilled a delicious little meal from their own catch. What could be more satisfying? Lighting fires and cooking fish were two things the two ex-slave girls were really good at. Then, while they lay around with full bellies, Desi suddenly said, “Tell me something, Priti, I have to ask: when you talk about ‘getting back’ at the gladiators, are you thinking of all the men who were there, or just the two who actually raped you girls?”

	“Just the two. Otho and Flaccus. Otho’s the one who raped me; I’d like to strangle him with my own hands!”

	“All right… so just the one. That’s all I wanted to know. Still a tall order, though.”

	“I know. I’m just fantasizing, right?”

	“Maybe… maybe not.”

	Desi had managed to piece together what had happened. The girls had not been raped by all the gladiators. They’d been delivered at the barracks by the circus guards in the middle of the night, or rather the earliest hours of the morning, and the men, who were too jittery to sleep, were playing games, gambling with dice to keep their minds off the next day’s fights. For the first time in many years they’ d been expected to fight to the death again. The poor slave girls had to take off their clothes and climb on a table in the middle of the room, then the gladiators went on gambling, casting the dice on the table around the feet of the stark-naked, trembling girls. They were the prizes, and the rounds of dicing went on for a long time, until two winners were finally able to claim them… Each girl had ended up on a field bed, pinned down by one of the winners, and raped while the others looked on and cheered. Desi fully understood the fantasy of strangling the culprits with your own bare hands, but her new friends were Christians, so it was not that simple. To gauge Priti’s resolve, she now asked, “What happened to forgiving others their trespasses?”

	“Forget about that… if I ever got the chance to get even, the Lord would have to forgive me just for once.”

	“And you, Desi?” Tulli asked, “don’t you want to get back at the men who had you arrested?”

	“Of course! I hold them personally responsible for Feli’s death, so I’d like to go after them and have them all brought to justice… But first I’ll have to find out what happened to Feli’s body.”

	 

	That same morning Sextus Pomponius Sacer and his wife Claudia got up early as well, but not as early as their daughter. And Desiderata was on their minds from the moment they woke up. As they prepared to go out, Sextus looked over at his wife, and as usual she was visibly sad; their daughter’s absence weighed heavily on her mood. Sometimes Sextus would venture to say, “At least she’s alive, carissima, we know that for sure, don’t we?”

	“Yes, yes, carus, but why doesn’t she give any sign of life?”

	“Too dangerous! Those men from the baths are still after her: she knows too much! But she’s smart enough to understand this… that’s what gives me hope.”

	“But how will it all end, Sextus? When will I see my baby again?”

	“Who knows… sometimes I just wish they would seize power like they intended, so we can all get on with our lives.”

	Recently Claudia had sometimes wondered, “Do you think she has become a Christian now?”

	“Surely not, cara. If she has listened to her father at all, she would never do that!”

	They left their tiny room in one of the makeshift shacks in Nero’s gardens, on the Vatican Fields. These days their quarters were even more cramped than the modest garret where they’d lived before the great fire. Together they walked over to an open square in the middle of the camp, where peddlers sold food to the refugees. The days of free food distributions from the emperor were long gone; from now on you had to pay for your breakfast. Claudia insisted her husband needed a substantial meal before he left for work, and that he take along a decent lunch package as well. Now that he had a steady job, they could afford it. They had some bread and olives, with water from a gourd, sitting together on a stone bench under a tree in the park, then Sextus put the rest of the food in a sturdy leather shoulder bag; he girdled his mantle and donned a hard hat; nowadays he always wore a hard hat made of boiled and oiled leather. It looked ridiculous, but every builder could tell you it was a very effective protection against accidents, bumps to the head and such.

	Claudia put her arms around her husband’s neck very beguilingly and whispered in his ear, “Don’t forget that Balbus will be here when you come home at the end of the day… promise to be nice to him.”

	Balbus was her elder brother, a centurion in the army, and he’d sent over a messenger to announce his arrival.

	“How did he find out our whereabouts?”

	“Right after the fire I sent him a letter, care of the tenth legion, and told him we were well and where we lived.”

	“Ah, I see… Well, he’s welcome to stay with us of course, but I hope this time he will also be nice to me!”

	“Oh I’m sure he will. He’s been discharged from his beloved X Fretensis and he’ll need all our sympathy… besides, he will be mighty impressed by your new job!”

	“I hope so, cara… I know how much you love him.”

	Sextus kissed his wife goodbye and walked off with some of the other men in the direction of the bridge.

	As soon as he was gone she went back to their shack and opened shop. A number of her associates were already waiting in front of the door. They helped her carry out two weaving looms, two women lifting each frame, the others holding up the weights. The looms had a number of smooth stones from the Tiber hanging from bundles of threads. They set them up in front of the door, against the wall of their barracks, side by side. At night these looms took up a lot of space in Claudia’s small home, but they were the apples of her eyes. Without further ado she started on the first shift on one of them, handling the heddle shafts and the shuttles deftly; both looms were kept in production from dawn to dusk by a succession of experienced weavers; sometimes newcomers received instruction from the old hands. In this way the women of the cartel ensured a maximum output from their equipment. The rest of the time they carded and spun wool, or stitched woven bands of cloth together into basic tunicae. Nowadays the “housewives’ cohort” mastered the whole production process from raw wool to finished garment, and they were inordinately proud of it. The women all wore brand-new tunics and were looking forward to making some serious money.

	Sextus too now had a serious job. Canio had just put him in charge of a building site in the Subura; the senator was rebuilding his properties there with loans and bonuses from the imperial coffers.

	When he’d hired him, he’d told his old client, “Listen, my friend, when we met by chance during the fires, and you were demolishing my properties with such dedication, for firebreaks, I realized you were the man I needed to hire to rebuild them… No, seriously, I am not jesting… I saw how you were leading a gang of public slaves by example: you were working harder than any of them and they followed your lead. That is how I want you to manage the building sites where I will put
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