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  Author’s Introduction to the 2000 Reissue


  Every author must treasure their first published book. Looking back now, it seems hard to recall how difficult it was at the end of the Nineteen Eighties to persuade publishers to accept the idea of popular fiction set in the Roman period. This was thought to be somehow ‘too difficult’. Only a certain kind of literary classic could be about the ancient world, and new novels about the remote past were seen as off-putting for modern readers. Nowadays that seems a snobbish and commercially foolish attitude, but then I was taking quite a risk. Like many innocent new authors, I refused to give up.


  Eventually I found Heather Jeeves, a literary agent trapped for six weeks with a broken leg in New Zealand, who had plenty of time to consider how best to place such a ‘difficult’ manuscript. Like many slightly unusual books, mine acquired a fine history of being rejected by publishers. Hearing of an editor who was rumoured to be a classicist (not true, in fact), Heather took The Silver Pigs to Oliver Johnson, who had recently been given the task of starting a fiction list at Sidgwick & Jackson, an imprint just acquired as a subsidiary of Macmillan. More astute than the others, Oliver bought the first two books, with the same contract giving paperback rights to another sharp young editor, Bill Scott-Kerr at Pan Books. An American sale of both titles quickly followed.


  Almost as soon as the books were published in Britain, that mysterious force known as ‘word of mouth’ began to prove us all right. Every new book in the series has remained consistently in print. This is the best possible tribute to those who had faith from the start. Without them and without the timely flukes that brought us all together, the first two books would probably never have appeared, and no more would have been written. While I shall always be grateful to Sidgwick and Pan for taking a risk with curiosities by a then unknown author, I am delighted that The Silver Pigs and its sequel Shadows in Bronze are now to be reissued in the same imprint as the rest of the Falco series, which Oliver, now a magisterial presence at Random House, still edits. For the first time, all the Falco books will be together, and I have the thrill of seeing a brand new version of my first book. This time, I am allowed to introduce it too!


  I had always read historical novels and when I started to be a writer historical subjects attracted me most. I believed that there was a keen audience waiting for good stories with an interesting period background. Novels which deliberately set out to force-feed history to people are ghastly, but that’s a different thing. Shun those authors’ books – and settle down instead with the proper stuff. My correspondents, who are people of all ages, orientations and backgrounds, confirm that they have a huge appetite for the past. Some do like learning from scratch in an entertaining way, others are nostalgic for the classics they learned in their youth. Then there are keen re-enactment groups hankering for anything that connects with their chosen period, together with many young people studying ancient history, archaeology, or classical languages, who enjoy a more relaxed perspective on their serious studies. All Falco enthusiasts are looking for the proverbial ‘good read’. Fiction readers want escapism. One way of achieving it is to go into a different world; be it fantasy, travel, or the past – and with this series I could see from the start I could encompass all three.


  As a would-be romantic novelist, I first tackled the Roman period with a ‘straight’ historical novel (at least, as straightforward as anything by me will ever be) about the long love affair between Antonia Caenis and Vespasian. This would appear many years later as The Course of Honour, though after I had finished it I started to think only my closest friends and family would ever see it.


  I needed a new direction. My research into the Rome of the Caesars was what then gave me the idea, partly as a joke of course, to set a typical private eye figure, like those of the modern genre, among the graceful porticoes and dangerous back lanes of the Golden City two thousand years ago. This seemed an exciting milieu in which shady and colourful characters could operate scams. The post-Claudian era, with the Empire just settling down into its most glorious years, offered an apparently respectable, well-run society where plenty of people would be on the make in ways that might or might not be legitimate. Just like the classic gumshoes, an ‘informer’ (a delator) would have to be a streetwise dodger living on his wits and by his fists, despised for his chosen career.


  Archaeology even allows him the right kind of upstairs tenement office; the living quarters of ancient Rome were gimcrack places which we know from the Latin satirists were dangerously neglected by crooked landlords. They consisted of cramped, teeming, repetitious apartments where the poorest lived up the most flights of stairs. To this eyrie all kinds of characters could come in the traditional manner, bringing Falco dubious offers of poorly paid work. The vigiles, the night watch who acted as both fire brigade and police force, could provide our hero with a friend in officialdom, that indispensable old pal and contact whom all successful private eyes cultivate.


  At the same time, because my man would not have read the books about the modern fellows, he would not know the rules and therefore need not follow them. For instance, although Falco likes women, nobody has told him he is supposed to love them and leave them; dallying with a different gorgeous creature in every adventure and never having to face an enraged father or even to risk a paternity suit. I don’t want to spoil the story so won’t say what he does instead. The way it turned out was not even what I planned, let alone what he would have expected himself …


  I could see much scope for overturning clichés, especially when doing so can be a joke. The classic private eye is a loner, a man with the sketchiest past – recent war service usually – in which he may hint that he was a hero so we believe he can win his fights. This tough cynical figure is normally remarkable for having no visible family, at best beset by some stormy divorce, but never boasting parents or siblings, a home town, or schooldays. It seemed to me that Falco had to be provided with the absolute antithesis; a rampaging Italian family headed by a forthright mother – a matriarch furiously on the loose in this supposedly patriarchal society. Family responsibility was a duty for a Roman male, and I wanted him to have the right preoccupations – even when he is trying hard to avoid them. How was I to know that this would be so popular? My hero’s troubled, troublesome relatives, his loyal friends and his devious foes, his neighbours in the baking hot alleys around Fountain Court on the Aventine, have become for many readers the best-loved feature of the books. It provides me with tremendous fun as I catalogue the ever-increasing cast and their curious lives. The regular characters – many of whom new readers will meet here in The Silver Pigs – have acquired passionate followers, often supporting the worst reprobates. Even the pets now have their devotees. I am hotly berated if I omit peoples’ favourites.


  Writing about a historical period gave me distinct advantages. The exotic details, social settings and locations instantly make a novel more lively and give it greater depth. Researching these aspects is a pleasure for me; whether it involves books, museums, archaeological sites or travel. In the course of writing the series I have explored backgrounds in Italy, Spain, Germany, Syria and Libya, not to mention parts of Britain where I had never been before. There are also responsibilities. I see no point in writing about the past unless you try to make it as authentic as our current perception of that period may be; otherwise you may as well create your own place and time in science fiction or fantasy. So I do try to be accurate. But this is fiction, which I am writing fast to meet readers’ keen demands, and writing in a daring, innovative way sometimes. Mistakes may creep in; there were a few loose ends and carelessly chosen words due to inexperience in The Silver Pigs. We have discreetly corrected some in this new edition (no, I shall not list them!)


  In the twelve years since I started, I have learned more and hope to continue to improve. Scholarship itself moves on. Once British archaeologists automatically called lead ingots ‘pigs’. Now (perhaps even arising out of interest in this novel) there is a debate about how those ingots were really formed – whether the molten metal would cool too quickly to run into channels, for instance, and whether real ‘pigs’ ought to show snibs where they were broken off the main channel. On reflection, it does seem likely that the silver/lead ingots we see in museums were made in individual moulds. So it’s possible that when Falco describes the process to Petronius, he is wrong. Well, he is not infallible and it’s a scene I was always fond of, too. It shows their relationship well. I mention this, as it shows the problems an author can face in keeping up-to-date even after publication, but on reflection I have decided not to change the scene. Another thing I feel we cannot do is retitle the book, not least because The Silver Moulds would sound like plates of blancmange!


  I admit mistakes and correct them later if I can. By publishing this book I set myself up as a target for ‘helpful’ people who would feel driven to point out my errors. Once, I was mortified by this, but I now merely reflect that as a crime writer it is useful to observe the darker motives that afflict otherwise pleasant folk.


  It seems to me that in fiction, which is not intended to be taken too seriously, ultimately only the narrative sense matters. Do readers believe in Falco’s world and his actions? Some find the leap of imagination hard, but in general yes they do. No author can please everyone. I can forego the sceptics and the nitpickers, in return for the passionate faith of those who are convinced.


  Luckily, there are plenty of those. From the moment The Silver Pigs appeared I began to encounter completely delightful readers, many of whom urgently want to say thank you. It is a great joy to me that many seem to feel they are writing to a friend and often they start by saying, ‘I have never written to an author before …’ This very first book in the series brought my first letter from my official ‘Number One Fan’. He is Nigel Alefounder, a devoted supporter, though typically diffident about his vital role. He set the pattern: cheerful, intrigued, fascinated by the Romans, yet always very sensible about what this kind of fiction is really trying to do.


  Falco readers are, I must say, the most strikingly nice group of people. It is a pleasure to write for them. It is an inspiration too, and while I cannot obey those who urge me to ‘Write faster!’ at least for the time being I can promise not to stop. I do hope that some of you reading this will be new to Falco and Helena, just setting out on the series and about to be converted. To you, a warm welcome. While to old friends, welcome again – and as always, thank you for your continuing loyalty.


  Lindsey Davis London,

  March 2000.


  I


  When the girl came rushing up the steps, I decided she was wearing far too many clothes.


  It was late summer. Rome frizzled like a pancake on a griddleplate. People unlaced their shoes but had to keep them on; not even an elephant could cross the streets unshod. People flopped on stools in shadowed doorways, bare knees apart, naked to the waist – and in the backstreets of the Aventine Sector where I lived, that was just the women.


  I was standing in the Forum. She was running. She looked overdressed and dangerously hot, but sunstroke or suffocation had not yet finished her off. She was shining and sticky as a glazed pastry plait, and when she hurtled up the steps of the Temple of Saturn straight towards me, I made no attempt to move aside. She missed me, just. Some men are born lucky; others are called Didius Falco.


  Close at hand, I still thought she would be better off without so many tunics. Though don’t misunderstand me. I like my women in a few wisps of drapery: then I can hope for a chance to remove the wisps. If they start out with nothing I tend to get depressed because either they have just stripped off for someone else or, in my line of work, they are usually dead. This one was vibrantly alive.


  Perhaps in a fine mansion with marble veneers, fountains, garden courtyards deep in shade, a leisured young lady might keep cool, even swaddled in embroidered finery with jet and amber bangles from her elbow to her wrist. If she ran out in a hurry she would instantly regret it. The heat haze would melt her. Those light robes would stick to all the lines of her slim figure. That clean hair would cling in tantalizing tendrils against her neck. Her feet would slip against the wet soles of her sandals, runnels of sweat dash her warm throat into interesting crevices under all that fancy bodicework …


  ‘Excuse me –’ she gasped.


  ‘Excuse me!’


  She veered around me; I sidestepped politely. She dodged; I dodged. I had come to the Forum to visit my banker; I felt glum. I greeted this smouldering apparition with the keenness of a man who needs troubles taking off his mind.


  She was a slight thing. I liked them tall, but I was prepared to compromise. She was wickedly young. At the time I lusted after older women – but this one would grow up, and I could certainly wait. While we sashayed on the steps, she glanced back, panic-struck. I admired her shapely shoulder, then squinted over it myself. Then I had a shock.


  There were two of them. Two ugly lumps of jail-fodder, jellybrained and broad as they were high, were pushing through the crowds towards her, just ten paces off. The little lass was obviously terrified.


  ‘Get out of my way!’ she pleaded.


  I wondered what to do. ‘Manners!’ I chided thoughtfully, as the jellybrains came within five paces.


  ‘Get out of my way sir!’ she roared. She was perfect.


  It was the usual scene in the Forum. We had the Record Office and Capitol Hill hard above us on the left; to the right the Courts, and the Temple of Castor further down the Sacred Way. Opposite, beyond the white marble rostrum, stood the Senate House. All the porticos were crammed with butchers and bankers, all the open spaces filled with sweaty crowds, mainly men. The piazza rang with the curses of strings of slaves crisscrossing like a badly organized military display. The air simmered with the reek of garlic and hair pomade.


  The girl pranced to one side; I slid the same way.


  ‘Need directions, young lady?’ I asked helpfully.


  She was too desperate to pretend. ‘I need a district magistrate.’ Three paces: options fast running out … Her face changed. ‘Oh help me!’


  ‘My pleasure.’


  I took charge. I hooked her away by one arm as the first of the jellybrains lunged. Close to they looked even larger, and the Forum was not an area where I could count on any support. I planted the sole of my boot on the first thug’s breastbone, then vigorously straightened my knee. I felt my leg crunch, but the draught-ox staggered into his evil friend so they teetered backwards like faltering acrobats. I looked around frantically for a diversion to cause.


  The steps were crowded with the usual illegal touts and overpriced market stalls. I considered upending some melons but smashed fruit meant a diminished livelihood for their market gardener. I had a diminished livelihood myself so I settled on the tasteful copperware. Tilting it with my shoulder, I keeled over a complete stall. The stallholder’s thin cry was lost as bouncing flagons, ewers and urns sped at a denting pace down the Temple steps, followed by their despairing owner and numbers of righteous passers-by – all hoping to stroll home with a nice new fluted fruitbowl under one arm.


  I grabbed the girl and hared up the Temple steps. Scarcely pausing to admire the dignified beauty of the Ionic portico, I pulled her through the six columns and into the inner sanctum. She squeaked; I kept going at speed. It was cool enough to make us shiver and dark enough to make me sweat. There was an old, old smell. Our footsteps rang fast and sharp on the ancient stone floor.


  ‘Am I allowed in here?’ she hissed.


  ‘Look pious; we’re on our way.’


  ‘But we can’t get out!’


  If you know anything about temples you will realize they have a single imposing entrance at the front. If you know anything about priests, you will have noticed they usually have a discreet little door for themselves somewhere at the back. The priests of Saturn did not disappoint us.


  I brought her out on the racecourse side, and set off south. The poor girl had wriggled out of the arena straight into a lion pit. I cantered her through dark alleys and pungent back doubles to home ground.


  ‘Wherever are we?’


  ‘Aventine Sector, Thirteenth District. South of the Circus Maximus, heading for the Ostia Road.’ As reassuring as a shark’s grin to a flounder. She would have been warned about places like this. If her loving old nurses knew what they were doing, she had been warned about fellows like me.


  I slowed down after we crossed the Aurelian Way, partly because I was on secure home ground, but also because the girl was ready to expire.


  ‘Where are we going?’


  ‘My office.’


  She looked relieved. Not for long: my office was two rooms on the sixth floor of a dank tenement where only the dirt and dead bedbugs were cementing together the walls. Before any of my neighbours could price up her clothing I wheeled her off the mudtrack that passed for a highroad, and into Lenia’s distinctly low-class laundry.


  Hearing the voice of Smaractus my landlord, we wheeled smartly back out.


  II


  Fortunately he was leaving. I stowed the girl in a basketweaver’s portico while I crouched down behind her and fiddled with the straps of my left boot.


  ‘Who is it?’ she whispered.


  ‘Just a blotch of local slime,’ I told her. I spared her my speech about property-magnates as parasites on the poor, but she took the point.


  ‘He’s your landlord!’ Smart.


  ‘He gone?’


  She confirmed it. Taking no chances, I asked, ‘Five or six skinny gladiators at his heels?’


  ‘All black eyes and dirty bandages.’


  ‘Come on then!’ We pushed through the wet garments Lenia was allowing to dry out in the street, turning our faces away as they flapped back at us, then went in.


  Lenia’s laundry. Steam billowed out to flatten us. Washerboys stamped the clothes, sploshing up to their cracked little knees in hot tubs. There was a great deal of noise – slapping the linen, thumping and pounding it, clanging cauldrons – all in a close, echoing atmosphere. The laundry took up the whole ground floor, spilling out into the courtyard at the back.


  We were greeted with derision by the slipshod proprietress. Lenia was probably younger than me, but she looked forty, with a gaunt face and a slack stomach that rolled over the edge of the basket she was carrying. Wisps of frizzled hair escaped from a colourless ribbon around her head. She cackled with throaty laughter when she saw my honeycake.


  ‘Falco! Does your mother let you play with little girls?’


  ‘Ornamental eh?’ I adopted a suave expression. ‘Bargain I picked up in the Forum.’


  ‘Don’t chip her pretty glaze!’ Lenia scoffed. ‘Smaractus left a hint: pay up, or his fisherboys will be poking their tridents up your delicate parts.’


  ‘If he wants to wring out my arm-purse, he should render a written account. Tell him –’


  ‘Tell him yourself.’


  Lenia, whose instinct must have been to favour me, kept well clear of my tussle with the landlord. Smaractus paid her certain attentions which at present she was resisting because she liked her independence, but as a good businesswoman she kept her options open. He was foul. I thought Lenia was mad. I had told her what I thought; she had told me whose business I could mind.


  Her restless gaze flickered again towards my companion.


  ‘New client,’ I boasted.


  ‘Really! She paying you for the experience or you paying her for the treat?’


  We both turned to survey my young lady.


  She wore a fine white undertunic fixed along the sleeves with blue enamel clasps, and over it a sleeveless gown so generous in length it was bunched up over her girdle of woven gold threads. Apart from the wide bands of patterned embroidery at her neck, and hem, and in broad stripes down the front, I could tell from the narrowing of Lenia’s watery eyes we were admiring a quality cloth. My goddess had wire hoops threaded with tiny glass beads in each neat little ear, a couple of chain necklaces, three bracelets on her left arm, four on her right, and various finger rings in the form of knots, serpents or birds with long crossed beaks. We could have sold her girlish finery for more than I earned last year. It was best not to consider how much a brothel keeper might pay us for the pretty wench.


  She was blonde. Well, she was blonde that month, and since she was hardly from Macedonia or Germany, dye must have helped. It was cleverly done. I would never have known, but Lenia informed me afterwards.


  Her hair had been curled into three soft fat ringlets tied in a clump with a ribbon at the nape of her neck. The temptation to untie that ribbon niggled me like a hornet bite. She painted her face of course. All my sisters turned themselves out spanking with colour like newly gilt statues, so I was used to that. My sisters are amazing, but blatant works of art. This was much more subtle, invisibly achieved, except that running in the heat had left one eye very faintly smudged. Her eyes were brown, set wide apart, and sweetly without guile.


  Lenia tired of looking long before I did.


  ‘Cradle snatcher!’ she told me frankly. ‘Tinkle in the bucket before you take her up.’


  This was not a request for a medical sample because cradle snatching made Lenia diagnose me as unwell; it was a straight hospitable offer, with business overtones.


  I shall have to explain about the bucket and the bleach vat.


  A long time afterwards I described all this to someone I knew well, and we discussed what launderers use for whitening cloth.


  ‘Distilled woodash?’ my companion suggested doubtfully.


  They do use ash. They also use carbonate of soda, fuller’s earth, and pipeclay for the brilliant robes of election candidates. But the pristine togas of our magnificent Empire are effectively bleached with urine, obtained from the public latrines. The Emperor Vespasian, never slow to light on brisk new ways of squeezing out cash, had slapped a tax on this ancient trade in human waste. Lenia paid the tax, though on principle she increased her supply for nothing whenever she could.


  The woman I had been telling the story to commented, in her cool way, ‘I suppose in the salad season, when everyone’s eating beetroot, half the togas in the Forum are a delicate hue of pink? Do they rinse it out?’ she enquired.


  I shrugged in a deliberately vague way. I would have skipped this unsavoury detail but as it turned out eventually, Lenia’s bleach vat was critical to the tale.


  Since I lived six floors up in a block that was no better equipped than any other slum in Rome, Lenia’s bucket had long been my welcome friend.


  Lenia offered my visitor, not unkindly, ‘Girlies go behind the carding rails, dear.’


  ‘Lenia, don’t embarrass my dainty client!’ I was blushing on her behalf.


  ‘Actually I left home rather suddenly –’


  Dainty but desperate, my client shot behind the rods where the dried clothes were hung on poles through the shoulders to be scratched down with teasels to bring up the nap. While I waited, I topped up my usual bucket and talked to Lenia about the weather. As one does.


  After five minutes I ran out of weather.


  ‘Get lost, Falco!’ a carding-girl greeted me as I peered around the rails. No sign of my client.


  Had she been less attractive, I might have let her go. She was extremely attractive – and I saw no reason to part with that sort of innocence to anybody else. Cursing now, I barged past the giant screw clothes-presses and out to the laundry yard.


  There was a furnace heating the well water used in the wash. There were garments spread over wicker frames above braziers of burning sulphur, which through some mysterious chemistry smokes in additional whiteness. There were several youths scoffing at my fury, and there was a dreadful smell. There was no client. I hopped over a handcart and set off fast down the lane.


  She had scampered past the dyer’s lampblack ovens, braved the midden, and was halfway along the poultry cages where some footsore geese and a drooping cerise flamingo rested for market the next day. As I approached she pulled up short, her way blocked by a ropemaker, who was unbuckling his belt from his eighteen stone girth, to ease the task of raping her with that casual brutality which passed in these parts for appreciation of the female form. I politely thanked the ropemaker for looking after her, then before either of them could haggle I brought her back.


  This was one client whose contract would need to be enforced by tying her to my wrist with a long piece of string.


  III


  After the hum of the Forum and the hurly-burly of the Roman squares, the Falco apartment was blessedly still, though faint noises rose from the street below and occasional birdsong could be heard across the acres of red tiled roofs. I lived right at the top. We arrived, as did all comers, wearily gasping for breath. The girl stopped to read my ceramic fingerplate. A fingerplate was unnecessary since no one climbs six flights unless they know who lives upstairs, but I had taken pity on a travelling salesman who flogged up to persuade me it would help business to advertise. Nothing helps my business, but never mind.


  ‘M Didius Falco. M for Marcus. Shall I call you Marcus?’


  ‘No,’ I said.


  We went in.


  ‘More steps, less rent,’ I explained wryly. ‘I lived on the roof until the pigeons complained I was lowering the tone of their pantiles …’


  I lived halfway to the sky. The girl was entranced. Used only to desirable spreads at ground floor level, with their own gardens and access to the aqueducts, she probably missed the disadvantages of my eagle’s nest. I dreaded that the foundations would collapse and six layers of habitation collapse in a puff of plaster dust, or that one blazing night I would sleep through the fire watchers’ alarm and fry in my own fat.


  She made a beeline for the balcony. I gave her a moment and then went out to join her, genuinely proud of my view. The view, at least, was fabulous. Our block stood high enough on the Aventine to see over its neighbours towards the Probus Bridge. You could spy for miles, out across the river and the Transtiberina Sector to the Ianiculan Mount and the west coast countryside. It was best at night. Once the delivery carts stopped their racket, sounds became so intense you could hear the water lapping on the Tiber’s banks, and the Emperor’s sentries grounding their spears behind you on Palatine Hill.


  She breathed deeply of the warm air, rich in city smells – cookshops and chandleries, and the aromatic waft from the stone pines in the public gardens on Pincian Hill.


  ‘Oh I wish I lived somewhere like this –’ She must have seen my face. ‘Condemned as a pampered brat! You suppose I don’t realize you have no water, no winter heat and no proper oven so you have to carry in your meals from a hot pie shop –’ She was right, I had supposed that. Dropping her voice, she sprang on me, ‘Who are you?’


  ‘You read it: Didius Falco,’ I said, watching her. ‘I’m a private informer.’


  She considered this. For a moment she was uncertain, then she became quite excited: ‘You work for the Emperor!’


  ‘Vespasian hates informers. I operate for sad middle-aged men who think their wicked wives are sleeping with charioteers, and even sadder ones who know their wives are sleeping with their nephews. Sometimes for women.’


  ‘What do you do for the women – or is it indiscreet to ask?’


  I laughed. ‘Whatever they pay for!’


  I left it at that.


  I went inside and tidied away various items I preferred her not to see, then I set about preparing my evening meal. After a time she followed me in and inspected the bleak hole Smaractus rented me. For the price it was an insult – but I rarely paid his price.


  There was an outer room in which a dog might just turn round, if he was a thin dog with his tail between his legs. A wonky table, a slanty bench, a shelf of pots, a bank of bricks I used as a cooking stove, a gridiron, winejars (empty), rubbish basket (full). One way out to the balcony for when you got tired of stamping on the cockroaches indoors, plus a second opening behind a curtain in bright, welcoming stripes – this led to the bedroom. Sensing it perhaps, she did not ask.


  ‘In case you’re used to all-night banquets that run through seven courses from eggs in fish pickle sauce to frozen sorbets dug out of snow pits, I warn you on Tuesdays my cook goes to see his granny.’ I had no cook, no slaves at all. My new client was beginning to look unhappy.


  ‘Please don’t trouble. I can eat when you take me home –’


  ‘You’re going nowhere yet,’ I said. ‘Not until I know what I’m taking you back to. Now eat!’


  We had fresh sardines. I would have liked to provide something more exciting, but sardines were what the woman who took it upon herself to leave my meals had left. I made a cold sweet sauce to liven up the fish: honey, with a dash of this, a sprinkle of that, the normal sort of thing. The girl watched me do it as if she had never seen anybody grinding lovage and rosemary in a mortar in her life. Perhaps she never had.


  I finished first, then leaned my elbows on the edge of the table while I gazed at the young lady with a frank and trustworthy face.


  ‘Now, tell your Uncle Didius all about it. What’s your name?’


  ‘Helena.’ I was so busy looking frank, I missed the flush on her own face that ought to have told me the seed pearl in this oyster was a fake.


  ‘Know those barbarians, Helena?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘So they grabbed you where?’


  ‘In our house.’


  I whistled slowly. That was a surprise.


  Remembering made her indignant, which made her more talkative. They had snatched her in broad daylight.


  ‘They clanged the bell as bold as brass, barged past the porter, burst through the house, pulled me out to a carrying chair and raced down the street! When we got to the Forum the crowds slowed them, so I jumped out and ran away.’


  They had threatened her enough to keep her quiet, though clearly not enough to quash her spirit.


  ‘Any idea where they were taking you?’


  She said not.


  ‘Now don’t be worried!’ I reassured her. ‘Tell me, how old are you?’


  She was sixteen. O Jupiter!


  ‘Married?’


  ‘Do I look like a person who is married?’ She looked like a person who soon should be!


  ‘Papa any plans? Perhaps he has his eye on some well-bred army officer, home from Syria or Spain?’


  She seemed interested in the concept, but shook her head. I could see one good reason for kidnapping this beauty. I improved on my trustworthy look. ‘Any of papa’s friends been ogling you too keenly? Has your mother introduced you to any spruce young sons of her childhood friends?’


  ‘I haven’t a mother,’ she interrupted calmly.


  There was a pause while I wondered at her odd way of putting it. Most people would say ‘My mother’s dead’, or whatever. I worked out that her noble mama was in excellent heath, probably found in bed with a footman and divorced in disgrace.


  ‘Excuse me – professional question – any special admirer your family knows nothing about?’


  Suddenly she burst into giggles. ‘Oh do stop being so silly! There’s nobody like that!’


  ‘You’re a very attractive young lady!’ I insisted, adding quickly, ‘Though of course you’re safe with me.’


  ‘I see!’ she remarked. This time those huge brown eyes suddenly danced in high spirits. I realized with astonishment that I was being teased.


  Some of it was bluff. She had been badly frightened and now she was trying to be brave. The braver she was, the sweeter she looked. Her beautiful eyes were gazing into mine, brimming with mischief and causing serious troubles of my own …


  Just in time, footfalls dragged to a halt outside, then my door was battered with that casual arrogance that could only mean a visit from the law.


  IV


  The law settled his breathing-rate after the stairs.


  ‘Do come in,’ I said mildly. ‘It’s not locked.’


  He was in. He collapsed at the other end of my bench. ‘Have a seat,’ I offered.


  ‘Falco, you villain! This is an improvement.’ He gave me a slow grin. Petronius Longus, patrol captain of the Aventine watch. A big, placid, sleepy-looking man with a face people trusted – probably because it gave so little away.


  Petronius and I went back a long time. We joined the army on the same day, finding each other in the queue to take the oath to the Emperor, and finding too that we had been brought up only five streets apart. We were tent mates for seven years and when we came home we had another thing in common: we were veterans of the Second Augustan Legion in Britain. Not only that, we were veterans of the Second at the time of Queen Boudicca’s Revolt against Rome. So because of the Second’s abysmal performance, we both left the army eighteen years early and we both had something we never wanted to talk about.


  ‘Poke your eyes back in,’ I told him. ‘Her name’s Helena.’


  ‘Hello, Helena. What a pretty name! Falco, where did you find that?’


  ‘Running a foot race round the Temple of Saturn.’ I had chosen to answer with such simple honesty because there was a slim chance Petronius already knew. Besides, I wanted the girl to believe she was dealing with a man who told the truth.


  I introduced the watch captain to my dazzling client: ‘Petronius Longus, district patrolman; the best.’


  ‘Good evening, sir,’ she said.


  I guffawed bitterly. ‘Take a job in local government, women will call you “sir”! Sweetheart, there’s no need to overdo it.’


  ‘Take no notice of this tricky character,’ Petronius scoffed in his easy way, smiling at her with an interest I did not altogether like.


  She smiled back at him, so I clipped tersely, ‘We men want to gossip with a wine jug; go into the bedroom and wait for me.’


  She shot me a look, but she went. That’s the benefit of a liberal education, this little girl knew she lived in a man’s world. Besides, she had pretty manners and it was my house.


  ‘Nice!’ approved Petronius, in a low voice.


  He has a wife, who for some reason adores him. He never refers to her, but must care about her; he’s the type who would. They have three daughters, and like a good Roman father he is utterly sentimental about his girls. I could see a day coming when the Tullianum jail would be crammed with frightful young sprogs who had cast their beady eyes at Petro’s girls.


  I produced two winecups which looked clean, though I polished up Petro’s on the hem of my tunic before I clonked them on the table. In the hole under a floorboard that passed for my winecellar I had some smoked Spanish poison that was a gift from a grateful client, some new dusky red that tasted as if it had been robbed from an Etruscan tomb, and a well-aged amphora of decent white Setinum. Since Petro’s visit was so awkwardly timed, I wavered over acting casual and just serving the Etruscan, but in the end I settled for the Setinum because we were old friends and anyway I fancied some myself.


  As soon as he tasted it, he knew he was being bribed.


  He said nothing. We drained several cups. The time came when a chat seemed unavoidable.


  ‘Listen,’ he broached. ‘There’s a hue and cry for a little gold-hemmed skirt who was lifted from a senator’s house this morning, don’t ask me why –’


  ‘Want me to keep an eye out?’ I suggested, perking up cheerily, though I could see he was not deceived. ‘Heiress, is she?’


  ‘Shut up, Falco. She was spotted later in the clutch of some slavering ghoul whose description uncannily fits yours. Her name is Sosia Camillina, she’s strictly off limits, and I want her put back where she came from before we have some praetor’s pet helpers crawling all over my patch passing rude remarks on the way I run the markets … That her in there?’ He nodded at the bedroom doorway.


  I owned up meekly. ‘Imagine it must be.’


  I liked him; he was good at his job. We both knew he had found his lost kitten.


  I explained about her in a way that laid a great deal of emphasis on my gallant role as rescuer of frantic nobility, and (in view of Petro’s earlier remark) less on me wrecking market stalls. It seemed best not to place him in any awkward dilemmas.


  ‘I’ll have to take her back,’ Petro said. He was nicely drunk.


  ‘I’ll take her,’ I promised. ‘Do me a favour. If you go it’s Thanks for doing your duty, officer; for me they may stretch to a small reward. Split?’


  Lubricated by a good wine, my crony Petronius becomes a gentleman. Not many men are so considerate of the profit and loss columns of M Didius Falco’s personal accounts.


  ‘Oh …’ He tipped his cup wryly. ‘This will do me. Give me your word.’


  I gave him my word and the rest of the Setinum, then he went away happy.


  I had no real intention of giving her back.


  Well … not yet.


  V


  I whipped into the bedroom, dangerous with annoyance. The curtain zinged along its rod. The little lost person jumped up guiltily, spilling my private notebooks onto the floor.


  ‘Give me those!’ I roared. Now I was really furious.


  ‘You’re a poet!’ She was stalling for time. ‘Is “Aglaia the White Dove” about a woman? I suppose they are all about women, they’re rather rude … I’m sorry. I was interested …’


  Aglaia was a girl I knew, neither white nor the least bit like a dove. Come to that, Aglaia was not her name.


  Bright eyes was still giving me that vulnerable look, but to rather worse effect. The loveliest women lose their gloss once you notice they are lying through their teeth.


  ‘You’re about to hear something considerably ruder!’ I snapped. ‘Sosia Camillina? So why the false travel pass?’


  ‘I was frightened!’ she protested. ‘I didn’t want to say my name, I didn’t know what you wanted –’ I let it pass; neither did I.


  ‘Who’s Helena?’


  ‘My cousin. She went to Britain. She got divorced –’


  ‘Extravagance, or mere adultery?’


  ‘She said it was too complicated to explain.’


  ‘Ah!’ I cried bitterly. I had never been married but I was an expert in divorce. ‘Adultery. I’ve heard of women being exiled to islands for immoral behaviour, but exile to Britain seems a bit bleak!’


  Sosia Camillina looked curious. ‘How can you tell?’


  ‘I’ve been there.’


  Because of the rebellion I sounded terse. She would have been six years old at the time. She did not remember the great British Revolt and I was not starting history lessons now.


  Suddenly she demanded: ‘Why did your friend call you a tricky character?’


  ‘I’m a republican. Petronius Longus thinks that’s dangerous.’


  ‘Why are you a republican?’


  ‘Because every free man should have a voice in the government of the city where he has to live. Because the senate should not hand control of the Empire for life to one mortal, who may turn out insane or corrupt or immoral – and probably will. Because I hate to see Rome degenerate into a madhouse controlled by a handful of aristocrats manipulated by their cynical ex-slaves, while the mass of its citizens cannot earn a decent living …’ Impossible to tell what she made of all that. Her next inquiry was stubbornly practical.


  ‘Do private informers earn a decent living?’


  ‘Taking every legal opportunity, they grab enough to keep alive. On good days,’ I said, ‘there may be tucker on the table to give us the energy to rave at the injustice of the world –’ I was well away now. I had matched Petronius levelly with the wine.


  ‘Do you think the world is unjust?’


  ‘I know it, lady!’


  Sosia stared at me gravely, as if she were saddened that the world had treated me so hard. I stared back. I was none too overjoyed myself.


  I felt tired. I went out into the living room and after a moment the girl came too.


  ‘I need to go to the lavatory again.’


  I was seized by the wild anxiety of a man who brings home a puppy because it looks so sweet, then realizes that on the sixth floor he has problems. No need to panic. My apartment was spartan, but my way of life hygienic.


  ‘Well,’ I teased. ‘There are several alternatives. You can pop downstairs and try to persuade Lenia to open up the laundry after hours. Or you can run along the street to the big public convenience – but don’t forget to take your copper to get in because six flights is a long way to come back for it –’


  ‘I suppose,’ snapped Sosia haughtily, ‘you and your men friends pee off the balcony?’


  I looked shocked. I was, mildly. ‘Don’t you know there are laws against that?’


  ‘I had not imagined,’ sneered Sosia, ‘you would worry about the public nuisance laws!’ She was getting the measure of the establishment I ran. She had already got the measure of me.


  I crooked my finger. She followed me back into the bedroom where I introduced her to the arrangements which I modestly used myself.


  ‘Thank you,’ she said.


  ‘Don’t mention it,’ I returned.


  I peed off the balcony just to prove my independence.


  This time when she came back I was brooding. I seemed to be struggling more than usual with the background to this kidnap. I could not decide whether I had missed the point, or whether in fact I knew all there was to know. I wondered if the senator she belonged to was politically active. Sosia might have been snatched to influence his vote. Oh gods, surely not! She was far too beautiful. There must be more involved than that.


  ‘Are you taking me home?’


  ‘Too late. Too risky. I’m too drunk.’ I turned away, wandered across the bedroom and collapsed onto my bed. She stood in the doorway like a leftover fishbone.


  ‘Where am I going to sleep?’


  I was almost as drunk as Petronius. I was lying flat on my back, nursing my notebooks. I was incapable of anything more than feeble gestures and silliness.


  ‘Against my heart, little goddess!’ I exclaimed, then flung my arms wide, very carefully, one at a time.


  She was frightened.


  ‘All right!’ she retorted. She was a stalwart little piece.


  I grinned at her weakly, then flopped back into my previous position. I was pretty frightened myself.


  I was right though. It was too great a risk to step out of doors with anyone so precious. Not after nightfall. Not in Rome. Not through those pitch-black streets full of burglars and buggery. She was safer with me.


  Was she safe? somebody asked me afterwards. I avoided answering. To this day I don’t know, really, whether Sosia Camillina was safe with me that night or not.


  To Sosia I said gruffly, ‘Guests take the reading couch. Blankets in the wooden box.’


  I watched her construct an elaborate cocoon. She made a terrible job of it. Like a tentful of legionary recruits, eight lackadaisical lads wearing scratchy new tunics who had never made up a camp bed before. She fidgeted round the couch for ages, tucking in far too many covers far too tight.


  ‘I need a pillow, she complained finally in a small, serious voice, like a child who could only sleep if she followed a fixed nightly routine. I was blissful with wine and excitement; I did not care whether I had a pillow or not. I hooked one hand behind my head then flung her mine, wide, but she caught it.


  Sosia Camillina inspected my pillow as though it might harbour fleas. Another charge of resentment against the nobility. Possibly it did, but any wildlife was tightly sewn inside a cheerful red and purple cover inflicted on me by my mama. I did not care to have snooty chits of girls casting aspersions on my household goods.


  ‘It’s perfectly clean! Use it and be grateful.’


  She laid the pillow very neatly at the end of her bed. I blew out the light. Private informers can be gentlemen when they are too drunk for anything else.


  I slept like a babe. I have no idea whether my visitor did the same. Probably not.


  VI


  The senator Decimus Camillus Verus lived in the Capena Gate Sector. The Capena Gate was the district next but one to mine, so I walked. On the way I passed my youngest sister Maia and at least two little roughnecks off our family tree.


  Some informers give the impression we are solitary men. Perhaps that was where I went wrong. Every time I was surreptitiously trailing some adulterous clerk in a shiny tunic, I looked up to find one of these midgets wiping his nose on his arm and bawling my name across the street. I was a hobbled donkey in Rome. I must have been related to most people between the Tiber and the Ardeatine Gate. I had five sisters, the poor girl my brother Festus never found the time to marry, thirteen nephews and four nieces, with several more visibly on the way. That excludes what lawyers call my heirs of the fourth and fifth degree: my mother’s brothers, and my father’s sisters, and all the second cousins of the first marriage children of the step-fathers of my grandfather’s aunts.


  I had a mother too, though I tried to ignore that.


  I waved back at the roughnecks. I keep them sweet. One or two of them are. Anyway, I use these artful urchins to trail the adulterers when I slope off to the races instead.


  Decimus Camillus owned a freehold mansion on his own square of land among quiet domestic streets. He had purchased the right to draw water direct from the old Appian aqueduct nearby. He felt no financial necessity to lease his frontage out as shops, nor his upper storey as lodging rooms, though he did share his desirable plot with the owner of an identical house next door. From which I deduced that this senator was by no means extravagantly rich. Like the rest of us, the poor muffin was struggling to keep up the way of life appropriate to his rank. The difference between him and most of us being that to qualify for the senate Decimus Camillus Verus must be a millionaire.


  Since I was visiting a million sesterces I risked my throat under a barber’s razor. I wore a worn white toga with the holes folded out of sight, a short clean tunic, my best belt with the Celtic buckle, and brown boots. A free citizen, his importance signalled by the length of his train of slaves – in my case, none.


  There were spanking new escutcheon plates on the senator’s doorlocks, but a hangdog porter with a badly bruised cheekbone looked through his grille and opened up as soon as I pulled at the rope on the big copper bell. They were expecting someone. Probably the same someone who socked the porter yesterday and carried off the girl.


  We crossed a black and white tiled hall, with a spluttery fountain and faded cinnabar paint. Camillus was a diffident man in his fifties who lurked in a library among a mass of paperwork, a bust of the Emperor, and one or two decent bronze lamps. He looked normal, but he wasn’t. For one thing, he was polite.


  ‘Good morning. How can I help you?’


  ‘The name’s Didius Falco. Credentials, sir.’ I bowled him one of Sosia’s bracelets. It was British jet, the stuff they ship down from the northeast coast, carved in interlocking pieces like whale’s teeth. She had told me her cousin sent it. I knew the style from my army days, but they were rare in Rome.


  He inspected it gently.


  ‘May I ask where you obtained this?’


  ‘Off the arm of a decorative party I rescued yesterday from two thieving hulks.’


  ‘Is she hurt?’


  ‘No, sir.’


  He had heavy eyebrows above decently spaced eyes that looked at me directly. His hair bristled straight up from his head even though it was not particularly short, giving him a cheerful, boyish look. I saw him brace himself to ask what I wanted. I put on my helpful face.


  ‘Senator, would you like me to bring her back?’


  ‘What are your terms?’


  ‘Any idea who took her, sir?’


  ‘None.’ If I had realized he was lying, I should have admired the brisk way the man spoke. As it was, I liked his insistence. ‘Your terms please?’


  ‘Just professional curiosity. I’ve tucked her away somewhere safe. I’m a private informer. A watch captain called Petronius Longus in the Thirteenth will vouch for me –’


  He reached for his inkpot and made some notes across the corner of a letter he had been reading. I liked that too. He intended to check.


  I suggested, without pressure, that if he was grateful he might hire me to help. He looked thoughtful. I outlined my rates, adding something for his rank since it would all take slightly longer if I had to keep calling him ‘sir’. He showed some reluctance, which I reckoned was because he did not want me hanging round the girl, but eventually we agreed I would advise him on household security and keep an ear to the ground about the kidnappers.


  ‘You may be right about keeping Sosia Camillina out of sight,’ he said. ‘Is your hideout respectable?’


  ‘Supervised by my own mother, sir!’ True: she scoured my rooms regularly for evidence of loose women. Sometimes she found it, sometimes I hustled them out in time.


  This senator was no idiot. He decided someone had to come back with me to make sure the wench was safe. I advised him against that. I had seen some greasy meatballs in the cookshop opposite, watching visitors to his home. There was nothing to say they were connected with Sosia, they could have been casual burglars who had picked an unlucky day to size up a future break-in. Since he was walking me round his property anyway, we went to look.


  On the front door they had a sound wooden lock with a six inch, three-toothed iron rotary key, plus four brass bolts, an inspection grille with a natty little slider, and a great holm oak beam inside to sling across on two well-bedded cradles at night. The door porter lived in a cubbyhole at the side.


  ‘Adequate?’ remarked the senator.


  I gave him a long look, including the dozy sprite they used as a doorman – the slack-mouthed strip of wind who had let Sosia’s abductors walk in.


  ‘Oh yes, sir. A wonderful system, so let me offer some advice: use it!’ I could see he took the point.


  I made him peer through the grille to inspect the two loafers in the cookshop.


  ‘Those peepers saw me come. I’ll hop out over your back wall; give me a chance to survey the rear of the house. Send a slave to the local lockup and get them arrested for causing a breach of the peace.’


  ‘But they are not –’


  ‘They will be,’ I told him. ‘When the praetor’s posse starts arresting them.’


  He was persuaded. The leaders of the Empire are so easily led.


  The senator spoke to his doorman, who looked annoyed but ambled off on the errand. I made Camillus Verus show me his upstairs accommodation, then when we came down ten minutes later I looked out again and saw the two loafers from the cookshop with their arms up their backs, being marched off down the street by a brisk group of soldiers.


  Reassuring to discover that when a citizen
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