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Chapter 1

According to my old note-tablets, the Tranquillus case began with Spanish rabbits. They were widely traded so there must have been money in it. That was always good news when, as a private investigator, I took on new clients.

This key item in the Roman food chain was certainly known to anyone who frequented the Stargazer. Our family’s greasy spoon was managed by my aunt Junia, wife to the most boring man on the Aventine, Gaius Baebius. She used to hide rabbit bones and other inedible parts in the evening hotpots she sold over the counter to the dimmer kind of Aventine workers – those who had never realised that better bars were available. Junia’s stew was no favourite, even among her crazily compliant customers. Apart from the danger of choking on unseen ribs, sometimes whole furry ears plopped out into serving bowls and splashed people’s tunics. The ears could be tossed out into the street, but local laundries had started to be difficult when asked to tackle stains caused by the liquor that Junia called gravy. As was regularly pointed out, it was worse than axle grease.

People who dared challenge my aunt were few. However, it had been suggested that her stewing meat was not even rabbit, but some creature of similar size that had been offered at the back door by a rat-catcher. Nobody said this more than once. When Junia had stopped raving, they had to go and eat at the Valerian. The Valerian was to feature in my case too, along with Nobilo’s, the Comet, and the Little Caelian Caupona.

My work for Aunt Junia began mundanely enough, with not a bunny in sight. One chilly lunchtime in January, two people chose to have a meet-and-eat at the Stargazer. They were a man and a woman, both married, though not to each other. The caupona waiters, Apollonius and Junillus, immediately spotted that: their customers wore wedding rings, yet the way they held hands and the intensity of their conversation gave away that they were philandering. Waiters always know.

The visiting duo ordered from the muzzy chalked board, which showed they were new customers. Whatever they had asked for, they were served hard-boiled eggs, the dish of the day. It was the only dish of every day, at lunchtime. Sometimes a few flakes of mackerel were scattered on top, generally not. Anyone who hated fish had to pick it off. The Stargazer did not confuse its customers with menu choice.

The waiters were an elderly man and a lad. It was over-staffing for their level of trade in winter, though typical for a bar that did not offer waitress service. I mean by that what my husband calls a garlicky tryst upstairs, with a dose of warts as afters. The Stargazer was so hopeless it had never managed to organise its upper rooms for such a purpose. That failure could be why our place was struggling.

The two waiters were busy – not whizzing about serving, but heads together over a geometry problem they had drawn on the counter, using lines of garum sauce. Once the new customers had been supplied with food bowls, along with their bill in a saucer, they were left to their own devices. They had not seemed to mind, as they stared into each other’s eyes and barely talked.

The geometry hobby gripped our waiters. Apollonius had once been a teacher. Rome’s most recent emperors were said to value education, but he had found it impossible to earn a living at his street-corner school. Ours was a rough district. Learning was a low priority; it came well after gambling and wasting money on evil-eye amulets or, if you absolutely could not avoid it, paying your rent. Reduced to pessimistic begging, Apollonius had been given work by the Stargazer’s previous manager to stop him blocking the pavement in front of her bar. After twenty years of serving gut-rot here, he still mentally believed he would one day resume teaching. He disciplined the Stargazer’s customers with well-tried teaching methods, like sternness and sarcasm, although he was discouraged from beating them with a stick unless they seriously misbehaved.

Nowadays he shared both serving and geometry with my cousin Junillus. Aunt Junia’s eighteen-year-old son was deaf, though he tackled it cheerfully. A bright soul, he enjoyed problem-solving with Apollonius; cheeky by nature, Junillus loved the fact that mathematics was viewed as politically suspect. All our family kicked back at the government, a trait he had absorbed even though he was adopted. As a baby, he had been dumped in a skip, no doubt because of his disability; my father had found him whimpering among the building rubble and lacked the heart to walk away.

My childless aunt and her husband had then decided that it would be best if they took this scrap and taught him to cope with life, even though two people with less understanding of life would be hard to find. All the rest of us thought Junia and Gaius Baebius were ghastly, yet in their way they loved him, so the easy-going Junillus shrugged and truly loved them back. By some dedicated process, they had helped him to lip-read and even to talk, so I suppose they weren’t all bad.

Once he was old enough, Junillus enjoyed his work at our family bar. He improved the Stargazer as much as he could, however hard Junia tried to make the place the worst take-away on the Aventine. It only survived because it was on a good route for passing labourers; busy times were just after dawn and in the early evening. My husband and I had been known to rendezvous there during the day, but we could claim a family discount; it offered few attractions for courting couples.

Apollonius and Junillus had let the pair who came on that particular day have an inside table. Perhaps the lovers had deliberately chosen an empty caupona so they could smooch in private. They certainly hadn’t come for the ambiance or conversation. They allowed themselves to be fobbed off with rubbery eggs and they poured their own nips from a very small flagon. Given the poor menu, they stayed quite a long time.

When they wanted to leave, they stood up, slid into their cloaks, then waved their bill at the ‘busy’ waiters to indicate agreement in the traditional way – No need to come over, we are leaving the money on the table.

Junillus, being deaf, only noticed the gesture. Apollonius heard the chink of what he assumed to be coins rattling into the pottery saucer. But when he went to pick up the money, it was the old scam: three metal rivets.

 

That evening, when his mother came to cash up, Junillus confessed. Furious, Aunt Junia immediately banned these customers, who were unlikely to return in any case. She raved that there had been much too much cheating lately; all the bars were suffering after Saturnalia. Most other proprietors were lackadaisical wimps, but the queen of the Aventine planned to act. It was the second day of January, so not too late for a New Year Resolution, even a doomed one. Junia would penalise punters who left without paying – or, in other words, she would instruct Junillus and Apollonius to stop it happening. (They received her edict with hidden grins.) Undeterred, Junia hung up a notice that henceforth all defaulters would be named, shamed and prosecuted.

Who would file a court claim, especially for such a puny amount as a bar bill? She soon decided against the legal costs but remained dead set on recovery. Since her brother, the informer, was still holidaying at the coast (I knew Falco was back, but he had deliberately not told her), Junia decreed that the other investigator she knew, her niece – that was me, worse luck – must track down the two culprits.

So I, Flavia Albia, had to recover the money, did I? After stressing that the Stargazer was a family business, therefore it was my duty, Junia applied more pressure. Like Junillus, my personal history had involved being an abandoned child, discovered by Falco and his wife, who were always rescuing sad little mites. I had been about fourteen when they ran across me: unwashed, untaught and surly. In my case no one else came forward to take me in so they had to bring me up themselves. Junia now explained how I ought to be grateful that I had been adopted from hideous Britain by generous Romans, when nobody could guess how awful my origins were or how badly I might turn out. She managed not to imply I had turned out badly, because even Junia could produce fake tact when it affected her own interests. But she claimed this favour was the least I could do as thanks.

The people I really thanked were Falco and Helena. They took it as their reward that I was alive, sane, cheerful, useful to the community and even rather well married to a man they approved of. None of that impressed Junia. She would always see me as the dangerous product of a vile province. At my wedding to a magistrate, she had been first in the queue to complain about the catering and to prophesy that our marriage wouldn’t last.

It would, dammit. He was lovely. I was determined. Anyway, we had bought a house.

Now Junia needed me. I could have said no; I should have done. But I was fond of Junillus. While his mother pressurised me, he was giving me his doe-eyed look: if the reckoning remained unpaid, he would have trouble at home . . .

I caved in. ‘Give me their bill and those rivets. That’s evidence. I will need a fee, Auntie, though of course it goes down as an expense for you.’

Junia found accountancy too complicated, despite us all explaining how to assign her deductibles. Falco had worked on the Census once so he knew all the tricks about tax. Although Junia appeared intelligent, she could not grasp that if I traced the absconders I would add my fee to their bill. Then her husband could deduct this genuine business expense from his notifiable income. Gaius Baebius would like that; he had worked in the customs service, so he was hot on withholding money from the treasury, as he had seen so many other people do.

Junia sniffed in her charmless way. She was a middle-aged woman who had never enjoyed life, even though hers had been relatively comfortable. It was too late now for her to fool around with concepts like making herself endearing. ‘I hope you’ll get a move on, Albia. I am not intending to pay you until you bring the cash – and I don’t want to hear about any of your horrible Druidic methods. My caupona has a reputation.’

Too right, it had. Though not the one she pretended.

Thanks to my excellent Roman education from Falco and Helena, I knew magic was a forbidden practice. Unless you could evade arrest by hiding in a mystic cloud when the troops came for you, in Roman law the penalty was death. I needed to stop Junia shouting in that abrasive voice of hers that my work involved the occult. Being an informer caused enough confrontations with the authorities.

‘I shall recover your money,’ I assured her patiently. Clients need you to sound confident. ‘It won’t require a bunch of mistletoe.’

I never understood why people in Rome liked thinking I was a Druid. Even back in Britannia, Druids were banned. Despite that, I had met one once: a smelly, long-haired old poseur from the west, as most were. He had said he liked little girls – then tried to back me against a log-store and interfere with me. His second sight had failed to forewarn him that I would kick him below the tunic belt and race for freedom, like a streak of moonlight.

I had been a Londinium street urchin, so I had learned a few survival tricks – but I knew no spells. Soon I would regret that. Sorting out the Tranquillus family would have been so much easier with supernatural powers. And among their complicated troubles, our unpaid bill was only the start.





Chapter 10

Appius Tranquillus Postuminus, bearer of that thoroughly Roman tria nomina, lived in a duplicate apartment, one floor up from his much older brother and sister. If anything, his interior was smarter, with less of an impression that it had stayed unchanged through various generations. On the other hand, louder street noises percolated up from Sidewind Passage. In summer, when more shutters were open, I bet smells wandered in too.

Visiting next morning, I seated myself on another couch, in another salon. I wished I had brought a Greek novel to pass the time.

While I waited for Postuminus to appear, I pondered his names. (It was better than inspecting his statuette miniatures, which our family auction house would have rejected rudely.) I had an adopted brother called Postumus, a traditional choice to show he was born after his father died – supposing our sprout’s natural father truly was who his mother had claimed. She, an exotic snake dancer, could hardly be relied on; although she vaguely called herself ‘married’, it was known that a variety of lovers flitted in and out of her circus tent. My parents reckoned the real culprit was still alive and mucking out crocodiles at the Alexandria zoo.

None of this gave my brother a right to bear the tria nomina but he did so, because my father, who was a citizen by birth, had adopted him. In Rome, picking your way among the rules can be worrying – but all things can be fixed. I let that encourage me.

‘Postuminus’ sounded like something a slave girl might think was a sweet diminutive of the classic cognomen. At any rate, her orphan was a poor timekeeper. We had an early-morning appointment, fixed up by Erotillus, but that meant nothing.

Luckily I was used to this. In Rome, time had a mad logic. There were always twelve daylight hours, so they were shorter in winter and longer in summer, changing almost daily. Unless you owned a pocket sundial – and the sun was shining – you had to guess. While you were trying to figure out where north was for your sundial, if the person you were meeting had met somebody more interesting, or if he was nervous of whatever you wanted to discuss, he had every excuse to tarry elsewhere. Romans were never oppressed by appointments anyway.

I let my mind wander because I was trying to obliterate my uncle’s corpse joke. As a young girl, I had believed I was the only person who saw that the surly Aulus Camillus Aelianus did possess a sense of humour. It wasn’t so funny when he broke my heart. Still, I understood his suggestion that Surus could have fallen foul of his slaves was intended to complete a friendly roundelay of wit. Being a man, Aulus imagined that if I let him tease, I must have forgiven him. Io! Let him dream.

I saw where the suggestion came from. My cases did tend to include a high quotient of unnatural death, although it couldn’t have happened to Surus. Bonehead, Aulus: the old shrimp-lover lived for sixty years! If he was ever going to be done in, somebody would have taken him out decades earlier. Of course Aulus would say, Then look for a classic can’t-wait-any-longer scenario. Someone was overkeen to get their hands on the old fellow’s money.

I had once worked a case in which slaves were accused of murdering their owners. It had been messy. I was hoping to avoid another like it.

 

When Tranquillus Postuminus at last blundered into the room, he looked like what my husband would call a bit of a pimple, a lunk who lacked the oomph to squash a fly. I could see some facial resemblance to Euhodia, though as well as being fifteen years younger he seemed much more innocent. His face, different from his sister’s except around the eyes, was pale, round, puffy and anxious. He wore a toga; I never worked out whether that was deference to me, or if he had come from an extremely formal business meeting. His commercial interests, he told me, were an apricot orchard and digestive bread.

‘Digestive bread?’

‘Yes.’ He was as nonchalant about this foodstuff as his sister had been about the Spanish rabbits.

Later, at home, Fornix enlightened me that ‘digestive loaves’ were a fashion fad. With supposed medicinal qualities, the tiny white briquettes were sold at high cost to people who could have settled their guts more easily by guzzling plainer food and watering their wine. Fornix knew where to buy such rolls; he had served them on request when he was the head chef at Fabulo’s. He could get some to try if I wanted; seeing his expression, I shook my head.

‘At high cost’ would be an indication of how comfortably solvent Tranquillus Postuminus was. Dim or not, I sensed he had a lot of money. A clue was his carnelian ring, with an intaglio Alexander the Great that covered his middle finger, encroaching on his knuckle and the digits either side; all his fingers were very well manicured. His daughter must be seen as a catch, at least in the dowry department – and at least if he carried no stigma of slavery.

He knew nothing about his origins. So did his insistence on wearing a toga, even at home, cover deep insecurity?

‘You believe that your mother had been given her freedom?’

‘Of course.’

‘Have you any idea if Tranquillus Surus intended to marry her?’

‘I have always supposed so. They were in effect living as a couple.’

It was the legal definition of marriage: two people agreed to live together. ‘Were they? Was that at the farm?’

‘Yes.’

‘Your mother never came here with Surus? To the Aventine?’

‘I was born at the rabbit farm.’

That did not answer the question. This was hard work, given that I was trying to help him. Striving to find evidence, I asked one question that the Camilli ought to have suggested. Normally it is women who wonder this: ‘Tranquillus Surus was her head of household. When he died, was a guardian appointed to advise her?’

Postuminus looked blank.

I tried again. ‘Women, you know, are thought to be incapable of managing their affairs. So was there a tutor, as people call them, hanging around and trying to get his hands on any funds left in trust for Hedylla’s maintenance? Perhaps some greasy freedman who even hoped to line his own pockets by marrying her himself?’

No, said Postuminus. There had been no one like that.

Damn. It had not only spared him being afflicted with a low-grade stepfather, but unfortunately meant there was no one I could quiz about his mother’s place in society. Alternatively, I thought, it could mean Hedylla had been assigned no legal guidance precisely because she had remained a slave, legally a non-person. In that case, there was no trust fund for a financial adviser to steal.

From childhood, Postuminus had simply accepted whatever he was told. I bet he still did. His wife must have an easy time. Handling this one would be simple.

When he married her – Cosconia Saba, a well-off baker’s daughter, he confirmed – nobody had queried his status. He had had a substantial windfall to bring at the time, and her brothers had been keen on that. With him already accepted in society and commerce, Cosconia must have come with the contacts who now supplied his digestive bread; perhaps her dowry even included a scroll with a secret recipe.

Their only child, of whom Postuminus spoke guardedly, was born within a year of the wedding. Now the young girl had taken it into her head to fall in love with the son of a business colleague, another orchard-owner. ‘Walnuts.’ Postuminus seemed mildly obsessed, although if there was a story to that he did not reveal it.

Sabatina had managed to engineer the youth’s compliance; he said he loved her too, and that was enough to make her determined. Relatives supported them; the families were close. However, what should have been an easy, convenient match had been blighted by interference from a scribe who was drawing up the formal documents; he had pedantically raised the status issue.

I reassured the father that I was sure this would be worked out.

Postuminus, the dumb puffball, looked relieved. For a man of affairs, he was curiously compliant. I would have expected him to see through my bluff.

‘Am I going to meet your daughter?’

I was. She bounced in, a stick-thin, sharp-nosed, hazel-eyed, prettified piece, who petulantly cried, ‘I don’t want to know what any of this is about!’

‘Your future, my dear,’ I notified her regardless.

‘It’s all nonsense. I am going to marry Venuleius and that’s it!’

Her father was looking helpless. Surrender must be his default mode. This is so often the case in paternalist Rome, where a stern family head with so-called life-and-death authority will be trampled by self-determined offspring who don’t let him get a word in. Ask most fathers.

I decided that if I failed to prove her father’s citizenship, I would leave the bridegroom’s family to back out, taking her lover, and show the girl how ‘nonsense’ actually works. I was not being paid enough to give life lessons.

‘So, you are looking forward to your wedding, Cosca Sabatina?’

Yes, she absolutely was, and it had absolutely better be soon. I sighed. While this one did not bother to say out loud that she could not wait to leave home, that must have been her aim. For most young women, apart from thinking they could now have sex all day and half the night, marriage seemed to offer an escape from being bullied and unfairly treated, as they generally believed they were. With that ring on, they soon learned better: they had set themselves up to be bullied and unfairly treated by their new husbands instead. Those men, if my clients’ complaints were accurate, never matched up to bedroom expectations either.

I was not completely cynical. None of this was my experience. But Tiberius and I had both joined in matrimony second time around. We were mature. We had hopes, but were careful about expectations. That seemed to work for us.

Our recent wedding ceremony gave me an idea. ‘If you like, Sabatina, I can take you to meet my two sisters. They are a little younger than you, but extremely artistic and full of ideas. They devised some brilliant arrangements for me when I was getting married. They would love to share their expertise.’

They could help me too. While chattering about chaplets of flowers, hairstyles and cake, Julia and Favonia would pose all the questions I needed. They would handle this daft chit; they still acted daft enough themselves, although as they grew older, luckily there was much more to them.

It did not seem worth asking whether her father supported me hijacking his daughter. Sabatina poutingly agreed to it. Like him, she was none too bright. She had no idea that my frolicsome pair were being set up as assistant informers. They would be keen. Naturally Julia and Favonia decried any idea of following their stuffy old parents and sister, but they always enjoyed a chance to show off their own cleverness.

I told the bride I must check when my sisters would be available. Then I would call back to pick her up, probably that afternoon. This would give me time to prime the girls. Also, since I had had a recent disagreement with my parents about a case involving friends of theirs, I had better ask Falco and Helena for permission before I employed my siblings.

‘I cannot imagine why you are asking for my approval,’ our mother berated me in due course. She was a forthright woman; it could have been worse. ‘Those two will do whatever they want, Flavia Albia – anyone would think they are basing their behaviour on yours!’

I reminded her that I always tried to base my behaviour on the refined example she had set me since I came to Rome. Helena Justina, like my cook earlier, ordered me to cut the blather.

Then I told her about having violet wine yesterday; rather to my surprise, she produced some. We agreed Julia and Favonia were too young to join us, so I managed to re-establish my position as the grown-up daughter who was Mother’s confidante. Winning back my father might be harder, but Falco followed the traditional role of a Roman paterfamilias: he took his lead from the matriarch.

I had always thought my family were a crazy bunch. But the Didii had nothing on what I would find when I delved deeper into the past and present lives of the Tranquilli.





Chapter 11

No will could be found. Erotillus, the secretary-archivist, told me when I dropped in on my way to collect Cosca Sabatina. He had hunted everywhere, he said, in both apartments. I asked, Could the will be out at the rabbit farm? Erotillus eagerly offered to travel there to search, because he wanted to be the first to tell Januarius how he had been mistaken for Mardiana’s lover. Apparently Januarius was a very decent character ‒ ‘unlike the rest of them’ hovered unsaid. ‘He’s going to rush home furious, I bet.’

‘Book me in for a meeting as soon as he arrives,’ I said. ‘And what about his father, Aprilis?’

‘Oh, he’ll be hiding out in his garum cave.’

‘Any reason?’

‘Under his wife’s thumb. She keeps him where she can see him.’

‘Where’s the garum cave?’

‘End of the alley.’

Mardiana, I learned, had denied everything and locked herself in her room. Euhodia had tried to order her daughter into rural exile on the rabbit farm. So far it had proved impossible to unscrew Mardiana’s claws from her perch in Rome. She also refused to name her lover. ‘She has to say he doesn’t exist,’ Erotillus argued.

‘He munches Lucanian sausages with fish pickle and all the trimmings,’ I demurred. ‘Sounds like a clincher to me. He exists all right – and he’s either been in the army, or he goes around picking up rivets he sees in the street.’ There are men like that. My husband, for one, could never walk past a discarded nail. Some men have a gold coin collection; the joy of my heart had a precious jar of items that he thought might one day come in useful. ‘My witnesses mentioned Mardiana wears a wedding ring?’

‘Oh, you don’t want to know about her husband!’ groaned the archivist, in cheeky-slave mode, making me desperate for details.

‘Wine? Brothels? Chariot races? Or he picks his nose and won’t wash?’

‘Worse, Albia! He is writing a new history of the Samnite Wars.’ Yes, I agreed. That was much worse. ‘He finished the first war, which went down a storm at his writing group, until a fight broke out over him dissing Livy.’

‘What’s wrong with old Livy?’

‘Some people say he duplicates his battles.’ Erotillus sounded well-informed. ‘I argue that’s because military generals keep on making the same mistakes. Naturally their fights all follow a pattern. The point our fellow keeps missing is that Livy has written far too much already and what the public really needs is a one-scroll epitome.’

‘You sound as if you read,’ I complimented him. ‘Are the Tranquilli proud of having educated staff?’

‘Status symbol,’ growled the slave. ‘Acquired me to show off – then doomed me to setting up a file system for these hopeless loons who chuck most things away. I am starting to suspect they deliberately won’t be held to account. When people question them, it’s always the old “lost tablets” scam.’

‘They cheat?’

‘I couldn’t possibly say.’

‘Are they cultured? Do they have much of a literature collection?’

‘No philosophy, no lyric poetry, no drama,’ Erotillus rattled off. ‘It doesn’t matter to me, because I had managed to get through plenty before I came here. My last owner liked being read aloud to. He would tackle anything, so I got to share it.’

‘What happened to him?’

‘Nothing. Under guard by his womenfolk because he’s getting decrepit. They needed to settle a damages claim so they used me, hoping he wouldn’t notice. Aprilis and Euhodia accepted my skills in payment.’

‘Bad luck.’

‘Life, Flavia Albia. I am a commercial commodity – one this lot didn’t really need, let’s face it. None of them are trying to improve their minds. Aprilis is still just a one-time rabbit breeder, who can’t even read. It looks as if they have inherited whatever Tranquillus Surus left behind in this apartment, which is horrible Egyptian pornography that some other cash-strapped debtor parted with. I wouldn’t call it a library, it’s a bunch of junk. As an example, their set of Livy is missing The Conquest of Italy, and Sulla, and it only has half of The Last Years of the Republic.’

‘But it does contain The Samnite Wars?’

‘Yes, and we are the lucky possessors of two versions, therefore. Turbo – Aurelius Turbo, that’s our scribbler’s name – brought his own when he and Mardiana married.’

‘Loving couple?’

‘He thinks so – well, he did until you turned up.’

‘Has Mardiana locked him out of the bedroom too?’

‘He never spends much time in there. I’m sure he sleeps on a bench at the writing club.’

‘Very conjugal! Had she already kicked him out because she had a lover, or did she have to take the lover after Turbo neglected her?’

‘Bit of both, I suspect, Albia.’

‘Marriage of convenience?’

‘Marriage of two-way nasty comments and bitter silences.’

‘Thrown vases?’

‘Chucked manicure sets. Some men have sword scars from fencing duels. Turbo boasts a nasty ear-scoop scab.’

I winced and sucked my teeth. ‘So tell me about his punch-up with his peers.’

Erotillus happily complied. ‘Turbo was shy about details, except that the furious fracas had ended with dirty cloaks all round, a big repair bill for a smashed statue and a top-flight barrister laid up for weeks with a badly broken nose. It won’t stop Turbo. He now has two more wars to play with, although being extremely sensitive, he is held up by his mental anguish over the Battle of the Caudine Forks. You probably know that was a big humiliation.’

‘Yes, I have heard teary men deploring it. Didn’t the defeated Romans have to pass unarmed under an arch of spears, presumably with happy enemies jeering, Ha, ha, who fell into our trap, you bunch of jessies? Don’t go on!’ I pleaded. ‘That’s his life? No wonder the wife strays.’

‘Plus he’s a useless businessman,’ Erotillus added. ‘That’s more important here. Last year Aurelius Turbo lost the family a huge, farmed-mullet contract, citing his research.’

‘Stuck at a desk, taking notes?’

‘Sadly, no. He had travelled to Campania “in order to stand on the banks of the River Liris and inspire himself by absorbing territorial folk memory”. I ask you! At the fishponds auction, our firm was not even the underbidder. Turbo was a no-show. He didn’t bother to warn anyone, just completely let them down. Aprilis and Euhodia were so angry I thought they would strangle him.’

‘They go in for ructions?’

‘They never hold back.’

‘Did his wife cop for bad feeling because of him?’

‘I’ll say. Her mother yelled, “Divorce him!” but he had brought too much to the bank box and Mardiana had already ordered a whole new rail of clothes, anticipating the mullet income. Her dressmaker kicked off when she reneged. There was a terrible to-do about a stole that was already pre-dyed in a colour no one else would want, with gold thread embellishments that, it was claimed, the sewing girls were unable to unpick.’

‘That represents quite a few barrels of fish, Erotillus.’

‘Large scale is this family’s style.’

‘And do they trade in serious violence?’

Erotillus gave me a slight look, though what he remarked on was hardly bloody: ‘Not unless you count Mardiana swinging a bale of dress fabric at Turbo.’

I giggled. ‘Damage him?’

‘She missed.’

‘Bad aim?’

‘Hampered. The dressmaker had grabbed one end of the bale, wanting her material back.’

‘All sorted?’

‘Oh, no. Mardiana went for the woman with a metal jug. Dented the jug and cut her eyebrow open.’

‘Compensation?’

‘Not even an apology.’

‘That’s terrible – and an error of judgement, I suggest. Finding a new dressmaker can be a nightmare. The good ones all have too much work already. If they hear about ugly incidents, they don’t need customers like that.’

At this point, Erotillus must have decided that he had held back deferentially long enough and could turn into a normal Roman male. He made a heavy remark that I myself had a good eye for an outfit, if he might say so. I had been kitted out by Suza in a walnut-coloured gown with a creamy stole over one shoulder, both heavy enough for winter. She had waylaid me that particular morning; I had been thinking too much about testators and manumissions.

Without malice, I told Erotillus not to waste his sweet talk on me, then went to find the bride my sisters would be working over.





Chapter 12

Julia and Favonia had walked up the hill to our house. This was partly to compensate for not visiting at New Year. Maybe I should have come clean when I was working for their friends. But Falco and Helena would have bumped me off my case, which was gory but gripping. Thankfully, I solved it before I had to confess. Eventually they would come around.

‘Father keeps ranting that you are barred.’

‘Too late. Mother let me in this morning.’

‘She hasn’t told him yet.’

‘Well, Mother says the art to surviving marriage is knowing how to pick your moment. You could tell this new bride that. Let’s train her properly.’

We wanted to lie low until Helena had smoothed things over. So the girls, with Cosca Sabatina when she appeared, invaded our house in Lesser Laurel Street, bringing their ribbons and jingling necklaces, and enough intense perfume to make the dog sneeze. They shrieked greetings at my cousin Marcia, who quickly left, claiming she had a martial-arts class. They next badgered Fornix to make them honeyed titbits, pointedly telling him about Helena and me sharing violet wine; he countered that if he had to serve flowery cordials he would find new employment.

‘No chance of a rose-petal cocktail then?’ giggled Julia, wickedly.

Gratus, my suave steward, set up the three young women in a side room, where he supplied them with a brazier (and safety instructions), all our spare cushions and a pile of waxed tablets, so Sabatina could take notes. She seemed surprised by that idea. Julia and Favonia snatched styluses to make lists for her. I had warned them that if the marriage fell through, the ceremony would be cancelled, but to my sisters this was an academic exercise. They would enjoy planning it anyway.

I’d said they could tell Sabatina they knew about her difficulties. It would be an excuse to pry into her father’s freedman status. What did she think? Did she remember her grandmother, Hedylla? Had she ever been to the rabbit farm? Was her branch of the Tranquillus family very rich? As for Venuleius, the sprog Sabatina yearned for, how luscious was he? Just how mean were his obstructive relatives?

I left them to it. The last I heard, Sabatina was puzzling over the ancient wedding ceremony vows of ‘Where I am Gaius, you are Gaia. Where I am Gaia, you are Gaius . . .’ Her name was not Gaia, she complained. My sisters were patiently attempting to explain the ancient ritual. ‘It’s symbolic. It works, you’ll see. When Albia and Tiberius said their vows, we all broke down in helpless sobs – it was magic! And he hadn’t even been felled by the lightning at that point – which he was afterwards.’

It is a measure of Cosca Sabatina’s complete self-absorption that she took no interest in my husband’s dramatic story. Anybody normal would have been transfixed.

I went into my office. This small room was supposedly my private space for interviewing clients. I found Tiberius hiding up there; the dog was with him. As a result of his argument with the lightning bolt, Tiberius still suffered pain and distress; then Barley liked to loll against him comfortingly. As I appeared, they both looked guilty; the dog slid down from his couch to the floor while Tiberius feebly brushed away dust.

I had designed the room myself. The rugs were striped, the upholstery soft oatmeal. Two painters, who sometimes wandered through our house pretending to work for us, had given me frescos in a subdued palette of pale blues, watery turquoise and chalk white. A friend of theirs had executed central emblems in the panels, intricate little countryside scenes with trees, goats and shrines. You had to walk up close to see them, so they were not distracting.

‘ “You are Gaius, I am Gaia,” ’ I quoted nostalgically. Tiberius looked comfortable with it. Barley assessed our mutual affection, then wagged her tail once each way.

I seated myself quietly. My husband and I sat together, the first time we had had a chance to catch up, without other people yammering.

‘Have you been on site this morning?’ I tried not to make it sound as if I was being picky about dirt on couches. I hoped I never turned into that kind of housewife.

‘Angling for work. I’m trying to charm the agent for that senator your father sold the old tenement to. Their new build will be too much for us, but I assured him my small expert team are just what he needs to dismantle the property first, in a neat, quiet way that won’t annoy the neighbours.’

‘Will he bite?’

‘I couldn’t tell.’

‘But if he does, will Larcius and the men like months of carrying bricks in heavy buckets down six flights of stairs?’

Tiberius gleamed. ‘They will when I tell them we can have the materials.’

‘From Fountain Court? It’s all rats and dirt.’

He was grinning even more now. ‘So I assured the agent while I was offering to take them out of the way. The bricks look good; they were just thrown up on the cheap and never maintained. Even if we only get free hardcore for future jobs, I’ll be happy. But I’ve got my eye on the stone in those steps.’ I was slightly bemused to find I had married a man who had looked like a cultured playboy, yet was full of plebeian wiles. ‘Get your bill paid?’ he asked, keenly continuing this character.

‘Yes. When I took her money, Junia snorted. “If I had known it would be that easy, I could have gone myself!” I had creamed off a fee already, or she would never have paid me.’

Next, Tiberius asked about the girls and Sabatina. He looked wary about the influx of loud young women.

‘Fishing,’ I admitted. ‘My father, the old romantic, likes to reminisce about the lonely life that an informer is supposed to have. But he always kept good contacts. Julia and Favonia are some of mine, inquisiting a bride for me.’

‘And you went to see the Camillus brothers?’ Was there a catch in Tiberius’s voice, in case I retained a lingering affinity with Aelianus? I took his hand reassuringly. Then I explained why I had gone, giving him full details of the new commission from Tranquilla Euhodia.

As we talked, Tiberius said everyone knew the story that most slaves in the city never wore uniforms because no one wanted them to realise how many there were, in case it risked an uprising. ‘Nowadays it seems to me there are just as many freedmen, and their numbers are also invisible.’

‘So has that altered Roman society?’ I asked.

Tiberius nodded. ‘Changed its composition entirely. It is a good Roman trait, which I suppose we should be proud of, that many people see their slaves as household members. Extended family. Nobody wants them to suffer for ever. If slaves serve their masters well—’

‘And are seriously grateful!’ I sniggered.

‘That too,’ Tiberius agreed. He was a fair man, which many are, and even fair to his wife, which does cause comment. ‘Very large numbers of slaves are being freed.’

‘Yes, the Camilli reminded me that Augustus made an attempt to cap numbers. I said nobody pays any attention to the restrictions.’

‘Owners can be deterred by having to pay the tax each time – but Augustus hasn’t stopped manumission happening. So now Rome is full of ambitious freedmen, who usually work very hard. Their contribution has been huge, especially to commerce.’

I was less enthralled. ‘I thought freedom was not a fair reward for service, more a means to ensure the masters’ names were perpetuated. Don’t slaves have to take their owners’ family names?’

‘Generally. So, yes, it can preserve an owner’s memory,’ Tiberius agreed. ‘Especially where there are no blood relatives. It is seen as inclusive, not a burden. Also, let’s be honest, it fixes family assets in trusted hands; a condition is often made that the freed slaves must look after things – tombs, dependants, and especially businesses. Sometimes the terms of a will specifically prevent them from selling on, to keep property together. Freedmen are thought to be the safest guardians. You have to allow for the fact, Albiola, that there is often trust and two-way affection.’

‘Not to mention sexual history!’

I was criticising again. Again, Tiberius accepted my quibble. ‘That is why so many men free their female slaves – in order to marry them. However the sexual interaction first began—’

‘Even as an abuse of power?’

‘Yes, even if it was forced – it has often grown into a stable relationship.’

‘I’d like to know how many of these wives would have chosen to marry their patrons.’

‘I can’t argue.’

I teased him satirically. ‘You could try! What happened to domestic disputatiousness? All right. I suppose people want to give their children civic rights.’

Tiberius seized on it. ‘And so a substantial corpus of freedmen has been created: Rome’s new citizens. I’d not be surprised if three-quarters of our population nowadays consists of either first-generation freed slaves, or their descendants.’

I smiled at him. ‘Well, a lot are highly educated. That’s better than the city Romulus founded using criminals and runaways!’

He smiled back. Even though he was talking freely, he was very quiet today. I knew the signs. When he came into my room to sit here by himself, he was in pain. At least this time his mind seemed calm, which was not always the case.

I would not even hug him, because nerve damage meant it could hurt him to be touched. ‘Do you want your medicine?’

‘No, I’ll try to manage.’

I knew he had decided to wean himself off the poppy juice. He would succeed; he was very strong-willed. He closed his eyes and made himself endure his discomfort. It would ease. The problem was that he could never predict when these pains would recur.

I stroked the back of his hand, very lightly.

‘I am sorry,’ he fretted. ‘This was not the bargain you agreed.’

‘I just hate to see you suffer.’

It made me wonder about Appius Tranquillus Surus. If he had died at around sixty, it was a decent age. But had people in his household already detected signs of some impending illness? Was Hedylla, the favourite female slave, starting to dread that she might have to care for him, compelled to nurse him through physical decline, however long it took and however unpleasant the symptoms? How might that have affected her attitude to him – or his to her, if he became aware of any reluctance on her part? Would she have pressed a pillow to his face, or stirred poison into his drink?

‘Thinking about your problem,’ said Tiberius, rousing himself, ‘given Rome’s population of freedmen, it’s inevitable some have acquired citizenship through a flawed process.’

‘Never properly manumitted at all?’

‘Indeed. My guess is that very few of those will ever be exposed. They will meld in, accepted in their own circle and in their neighbourhood. They won’t become a criminal rabble because their aim is to join society. They want to succeed so they will.’

‘If they are doing well, and contributing,’ I agreed, ‘they will be part of the human fabric of the city, until everyone has forgotten how their new lives began. If there has been a procedural error, or even intentional cheating, who cares?’

Tiberius nodded. ‘If that applies in your commission, then this Postuminus is extremely unlucky to have been challenged. He has been getting away with it and could have gone on for ever. He must have thought he was safe.’

I agreed, but still thought a problem should have been foreseen. He could be exposed at any time. In Domitian’s Rome, squealers were everywhere because the Emperor rewarded them. Someone in that family ought to have had a plan for this situation. They had me now to look for a solution, but if Mardiana and her lover had not visited the Stargazer so I came their way, would they ever have hired an investigator? I even wondered if they had had other plans for creating the kind of ‘proof’, reputable or not, that Postuminus needed. It made me feel I should stick around, to ensure their eventual answer was a good one.

‘Are you tempted,’ asked Tiberius, ‘simply to pay up to have his name added to the censor’s citizen list?’

I smiled. ‘Perhaps. But it’s a challenge to see if I can find a legitimate solution instead.’

 

My sisters burst in on us to report. They claimed Cosca Sabatina had worn them out with her empty-headedness, which made me smile. Bright enough to catch my look and understand it, Julia tossed her head before she summed up, ‘She’s an idiot, not just pretending to be vague. She has never had to learn to think. If her papa knows he is not really a free citizen—’

‘Oh, he knows!’ interrupted Favonia, the gruff one of the pair. ‘That is our verdict, Albia. He has simply closed his mind to it.’

Julia made a wide balletic gesture. ‘So he knows! I was saying if. We considered both sides and have decided the wicked man is secretly living a false life, gloating at the trick he has pulled off.’

‘And has Sabatina spotted it?’ I put in.

‘She knows the truth, depend on it,’ said Favonia. ‘She could turn him in at any time herself, even though she’s his own daughter. He’s doomed.’

Our girls were a little too gleeful. Revelation of this man’s shaky status could disrupt or even destroy his family. From what I had seen, Postuminus felt himself secure, even if he ought to have been fearful.

Tranquilla Euhodia had seemingly no idea there might be any deception. It seemed odd that she didn’t know, but if she did I could not square it with her hiring me. Could she really have been bluffing when she told me the problem was a failure to keep records?

If there had been deliberate fraud, she ran a risk of me exposing it. Could that even be her intention? I must be careful of any grudge between them, causing her to land Postuminus in trouble, deliberately using me as a tool for the purpose. If so, I would certainly not stand for being used in that way.

‘Everything was fine until Sabatina fell for Venuleius – who sounds rather dishy,’ Julia told me. She added: ‘He’s lovely to look at, hugely rich, plus he goes to the gym and everything. But that’s easy for us to say ‒ we haven’t even seen him.’

‘And our mother taught us all to have incredibly high standards!’ giggled Favonia.

‘He’s pretty, rich and muscly? Helena would groan,’ I pointed out. ‘She’ll want to know is he kind and how good are his brains?’ Not up to much, I thought, if he liked Cosca Sabatina – though many men preferred dim women.

‘Even Mother would think it was so-o-o romantic how they met. They saw one another under an ocean of spring blossom in an orchard. The trees went on as far as anyone could see, and it was just so beautiful they fell right in love.’

‘Someone,’ I interjected cruelly, ‘should have told them love like that lasts from May to September – and even less in a year when blossom turns to mush with brown rot.’

‘Too much rain,’ Tiberius joined in with me, playing the country boy. ‘Fruit goes mouldy.’

‘What can be done, love?’

‘Hard pruning. Hope for a decent spring next year.’

‘You two are sidetracking on purpose!’ Favonia complained, not quite picking up the flavour of our teasing. However, she did enquire earnestly, ‘Tiberius Manlius, what will happen if it becomes known that Sabatina’s father is still a slave?’

‘He would be returned to that condition,’ Tiberius answered gravely.

My sisters squealed with disgust. ‘They would send him to their awful farm. He’d have to skin thousands of rabbits – that’s what his brother and sister did for years, Sabatina told us about it. You have to peel the fur off them. They sell some rabbits alive to the markets, but that makes less profit because of needing cages and carts. So giant piles of naked bunnies’ dead little bodies come rattling into Rome to meat markets.’

Julia shuddered. ‘And, even more gruesome, he would have to kill them all first!’

‘Then sort out masses of fur afterwards to be treated for sale. It would be gross.’

‘We are never going to eat rabbit pie again.’

‘I bet you would if Fornix made it. Tranquillus Postuminus should escape from the family who are asking questions,’ I mused. ‘Start afresh. He wants his girl to shut up, back out, lie low and one day be hitched to somebody meek whose relatives aren’t nosy.’

‘But she loves Venuleius!’ Favonia shrieked.

‘So you tell me.’

‘She is utterly smitten, Albia! You absolutely have to sort this out for her.’

‘I can try. You’ve done well and I thank you, but I still need to delve further.’

‘Private enquiries?’ Julia exclaimed blithely. ‘All you have to do is apply your innocent face, while you ask really simple questions. Anyone who is nutty enough to want your job could do it, Albia. I don’t know why you and Father make such a fuss about informing.’

I attempted to say the skill was in listening. They paid no attention but merely asked, since our cook was so good (and Falco had acquired yet another useless one), could they stay here for dinner?





Chapter 13

The useful aide Erotillus had arranged for me to see Tranquillus Aprilis next day. He was the eldest child of the crucial slave Hedylla and, like his sister Euhodia, had been formally freed in the Tranquillus Surus will. I duly arrived at his local retail premises, which looked like the wine merchants’ lock-ups on so many Roman streets. They tend to have a small entrance to control who enters, then a dim interior so nobody can read the labels.

This one was situated on Sidewind Passage at the base of the block where the family had their apartments. It belonged in a row of similar holes-in-the-wall and movable stalls, with a routine range of food shops, their fragrances fighting those of the bath-oil sellers. If you bought enough, you could even acquire a basket from a wickerwork shop to take your purchases home.

These commercial premises were the street-side layer of a four-storey block. If the Tranquilli were doing so well and had lived here so long, why didn’t they buy up the property? I wondered. How many Spanish rabbits would it take to acquire a tenement?

Aprilis was not a wine merchant. He ran a fish-pickle outlet. I was surprised the neighbours stood for it, though the sauce is so popular perhaps they liked being able to collect supplies easily from his domestic trade counter. He did not manufacture on site – dear gods, there must be an edict forbidding that because garum comes from fermented fish entrails – but his produce begged for constant jokes about something around here giving off a big stink.

Once I got to him, he seemed to be a well-mannered, unobtrusive fellow, who cherished his wife and children, ran his business well and intended to die in his bed surrounded by weeping friends who loved him . . . At least, that was the face he put on. Underneath, he was probably a mean shit. Those deluded friends would get nothing when he passed on . . .

Before I could actually meet him and make this conclusion, I had to manoeuvre myself past the woman behind the man: one of those wives who stands doggedly in front. Her name was Marcella Maura. She was a hard-working saleswoman – hair in a brutal bun, big scarf wrapped around her middle, like an apron, and with her long sleeves rolled up. She obviously ran everything: the shop, the export business, and definitely her husband. I could tell she stood no nonsense. Whenever nonsense showed its face in her orbit, Marcella Maura would biff it and win.

When I said I was working for Euhodia, she snorted. That was interesting: the sisters-in-law had no love lost between them. It was typical enough, and for an informer it is always worth noting. I explained how my involvement had begun with a slur being cast against Januarius, who must be this couple’s son. ‘I was misled about him being the culprit – whom we haven’t yet identified. I feel I must apologise.’

‘I’ll forgive you!’ sneered Marcella Maura. I caught a faint trace of impatience with her offspring, as if causing a debt-collector to appear, even mistakenly, was no surprise. ‘What else has he done?’ she demanded.

‘Nothing that I am aware of.’ I would have liked to hear what she suspected. ‘But it seems Euhodia’s daughter has a lover.’ I thought Marcella would like that; her brighter expression showed she did indeed. ‘Had you heard?’

‘Oh, no. They will want to keep that quiet!’ So various Tranquilli shared the same apartment, but didn’t all gather together for dinner – or, if so, last night it must have been a meal of silences.

‘Januarius was identified mistakenly, if you say he is at your family farm.’

‘Went to see someone about the stock. We breed beasts for temple sacrifices, very high-quality ewes and rams. He’ll be back. A slave has gone to collect him.’ His mother made it sound as if Januarius was a child needing a pedagogue to lead him about, not someone old enough to be mistaken for a man who flirted and fled from his bar bills.

‘Erotillus?’

‘That’s the one.’

Erotillus had failed to impress her as much as he impressed me, but plenty of people are indifferent to slaves, even their bright ones. Trying to assess her own status, I felt this woman had probably been born free. She was a typical female plebeian, working in a family business, knowing the product, balancing the budget, doing everything herself because she always had done. In the past they might have been struggling too much to afford staff, and right up to now she reckoned nobody else could be trusted.

A customer came to have a flagon filled with garum; Marcella Maura knew what he wanted, went to a barrel, turned a spigot, efficiently filled the receptacle, stopped at exactly the right point, twisted in a bung, checked the money, sent the customer off, then shouted for her husband to emerge to see me.

When he took no notice, she waved me into his inner shrine. She left us to it. She had no interest in what we might have to say. If it was family business, that was up to the Tranquilli; she apparently despised it.

 

Aprilis called me through to a back store, where he was pottering among racks of amphorae. He was a mid-height portly man, with fast-receding hair, his features vaguely similar to Euhodia’s; like his sister, he looked as if he had worked all his life and would not plan on retirement. He must have been in his sixties. That made him around the same age Surus had been when he died; Aprilis, too, looked fit enough to carry on, if nothing unexpected claimed him.

The amphorae were mid-height, portly things, just as he was, their pottery on the rough side; when Aprilis saw me peering at them through the gloom, he said these came with their contents from southern Spain and Lusitania. Whether I wanted it or not, he gave me a short lecture on fish sauce, going through from fine garum sociorum, which cost more than the gourmet dish it would be elegantly smothering, to the clear stuff called liquamen, which could be made from various mixtures of fish and their entrails, then the sludge from the bottom of containers that is known as allec. I said I assumed Surus had originally begun importing sauce while visiting the Iberian provinces, at the same time as he was having the idea of rabbits.

Aprilis agreed, but seemed unwilling to discuss his father. ‘You never thought my son had been out and about with Mardiana? Januarius is a good family man and has more sense.’

‘So I gather. You don’t know the person who looks like him?’

‘Could be anyone.’ Aprilis moved on abruptly to my mission. ‘I shall not be able to help you over Postuminus.’ His truculence sounded routine, though it could hardly be how he negotiated with people who wanted contracts for his salty products. He must have a friendlier mode.

I played obliging: ‘Fair enough. I assume that if you and your sister know anything definite about your brother’s status, there would be no need to hire me. Are you fond of your brother?’

‘He can’t help being a spoiled little idiot.’

‘That’s frank! Do you believe he really is a free citizen?’

‘Why not? We are. Why shouldn’t he be? So what can you do about it?’ Although he was blunt, he was not unpleasant. I guessed he thought Euhodia was wasting her money. Even if they had argued about her hiring me, in the end he must have felt it was her choice.

‘Well, that’s my problem,’ I answered, still good-humouredly. ‘What’s to be done? I shall certainly not forge documents. I hope nobody expects that.’ In Rome there would be people working from dark attics who did create false credentials for a fee. If I had wanted to work like that, I could have found someone. ‘I am just taking soundings. I understand you and your sister grew up on the famous rabbit farm before you were freed under the Surus will. Tranquilla Euhodia told me no one can remember the executor.’

Perhaps Aprilis looked shifty, but it could have been the gloom of his garum cave. ‘Some old crony of our father’s.’

‘Does his name come to mind?’ Aprilis only shrugged. ‘You had not seen him before?’

‘No. Never.’

‘Nor afterwards?’ This time he did not bother to answer. ‘It’s a shame,’ I pressed on, ‘because I really would have liked to talk to him.’ Aprilis still made no attempt to help. Finding the executor, even if he was still alive, would be my problem. With a feeling that things were being kept from me, I suddenly felt determined to do it.

Not showing that I had gone into stubborn-informer mode, I asked
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