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	Another Imprint Publishers

	
The last days that Daisy Hayes spent in Rome in 1964 were quite exciting. She and Father Contini went back to the crypt and made some disturbing discoveries. Not about Desiderata herself, but about the archaeologist who had investigated the place in the thirties. The quest now led them to the German town of Trier, where they teamed up again in the fall of that same year to continue their research.

	In AD 67 things were looking good for Desi and the Pomponius family in their beautiful domus: they lived like princes. But as her friends the Christians went through yet another period of persecution, the blind young woman found it hard to decide on whose side she wanted to be and what she intended to do with her life. Would she ever find love?

	So both she and Daisy ended up trying to grapple with the greatest riddle of all: “Who are you really, Desiderata?” And what’s more, did she become a Christian in the end?

	 

	Once again Nick Aaron delights in taking everything you think you know and turning it on its head. Then he makes you ask for more. Disturbingly addictive.

	The Weekly Banner

	 

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

	The Desiderata Stone

	The Desiderata Gold

	The Desiderata Riddle

	Desiderata’s Lost Cause

	August in Pompeii

	 

	 


 

	O my Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass from me:

	nevertheless not as I will, but as thou wilt.

	Matthew 26:39

	 

	 


 

	Contents

	 

	I   AD 49: Two parturient women

	II   Rome, 1964: A real-life mad scientist

	III   AD 67: The Esquiline blues

	IV   London, 1964: Homecoming blues

	V   AD 67: Plautilla’s last stand

	VI   Trier, 1964: The Rhineland Rome

	VII   AD 68: The ultimate plot against Nero

	VIII   Trier, 1964: A failed denazification

	IX   AD 68: Nero’s Gethsemane

	X   Trier, 1964: Madame Sosostris

	XI   AD 68: A mission to Narnia

	XII   Trier, 1964: Desiderata’s true identity

	XIII   AD 68: Plautilla’s shrine

	



	




	 

	I   AD 49: Two parturient women

	 

	On a mellow spring morning a woman alone left the imperial palace on the Palatine hill. The guards by the entrance saluted her with a friendly nod; they knew who she was; a discreet and familiar presence at the palace, lately: the empress’s midwife. She would come and go at all hours, and apparently she’d just spent the whole night attending to her lady.

	Gordia Proculi stopped for a few moments on the road down to the Forum to take in the view, a breath-taking early morning panorama of tall white temples and public buildings crowding the central square of Rome. The sky was bright blue, but a very thin haze of smoke hung low among the glittering marble monuments. Gordia sighed and walked on.

	She soon reached the Via Nova, but left the Forum behind her at once and went over the Velian ridge. To the east of the Forum, crossing the flat plain between the Palatine and the Esquiline hills, you came to a maze of narrow streets that fanned out slightly uphill on one side. The further away from the plain and the higher uphill you progressed, the shabbier the dwellings became and the more disreputable the people who lived there. Their sorry hovels clung to the slopes like gnarled barnacles, but for the people who lived there it didn’t make any difference: a man’s home is his castle. Gordia was familiar with every twist and turn of these alleys for reasons she preferred not to dwell on, and she always marvelled at how close the wealthy and powerful lived to the poor. Not only did the Palatine hill with its imperial palaces loom large just behind her back, but at the end of these winding little alleys you came up against the rock faces on the southern edge of the Oppian hill, and way up there, just out of reach on the plateau above, you had the fancy townhouses of the wealthy middle classes. Rome was built like that, it was the same with the Subura: so conveniently close to the Forum for purse-snatchers and midwives!

	Gordia knew her way around, even as the streets became steeper and shabbier, and at the end of one particular cul-de-sac, at the foot of a rock face, she knew where to follow a narrow trail to the back-garden of a modest hovel, and she ended up in front of the gaping entrance to a cave, hidden behind the house, the glow and the smoke of the fire inside invisible from the alley. This was where she needed to be.

	She entered and called out, “Pituita? It’s me!”

	“Gordia, you Cerberus, you hellhound! You’ve become quite a lady now, but you still come to visit old me when you’re about to despatch yet another poor soul to the kingdom of Hades!”

	“You know how it is, Gran, busy-busy and all that.”

	“I bet: a clever girl like you never has a moment’s rest… give me a hug.”

	Pituita was not her grandmother at all, she was a repulsive old hag, sitting on a stool by a fire in the middle of the gloomy grotto, stirring some gurgling concoction in an iron pot in front of her. It was not for nothing that in many quarters the poor old woman had the reputation of being a witch, a sorceress. Gordia stepped forward, bent over, and kissed her forehead. If you wanted something from old Pituita, you knew better than to recoil in horror at the sight of her; her small intelligent eyes didn’t leave you for one moment and kept gauging every reaction, every emotion on your face.

	“What can I do for you, dear girl?”

	“The empress is feeling very poorly, I’ve spent the whole night at her side and I’d like you to have a look at her.”

	“Sleepless night, eh? You poor thing! Question is: does she want me to have a look at her?”

	“She’s feeling so rotten that she’ll do anything I say.”

	“Not morning sickness, surely?”

	“No, out of the question, she’s too far into her pregnancy for that.”

	“If you say so dear girl… Well, you’re both lucky I have nothing more important on at the moment. I can see her right now… but let’s make it quick.”

	Pituita slowly struggled to her feet, “I’ve got something new I might like to try on her,” and she started rooting around in a jumble of pots, jars, phials and flagons that crowded a small table next to the hearth. At length she selected one and held it high in her crooked hands.

	“What is it?” Gordia asked nervously.

	“My latest miracle cure-all! Don’t worry, it’s fresh lemon juice I prepared this morning, as I got into some funds; I mixed in some caramelized honey for the dark tinge, and a bit of thyme extract to make it taste more medicinal… Let’s go.”

	Once they were on their way, old Pituita was no longer so slow on her feet, Gordia knew. This woman had ‘clients’ all over town, was forever hurrying from one delivery to the next. She was the most experienced midwife in all of Rome, and it was Gordia’s privilege that she’d grown up in the same little neighbourhood as her mentor, and was in the process of taking in as much of her knowledge as was possible.

	While they walked over to the palace, the old woman interrogated the younger one about “the case”. So Agrippina, the gestating woman, was thirty-three, going on thirty-four, not her first pregnancy: perfect. And how about the procreator? Claudius, the emperor, fifty-nine years old eh? And he was the future mother’s full uncle? Ouch! Bad! At the palace gate they were let through at once, as their visit was expected and the guards had received instructions. Then, as they were being escorted to the empress’s ‘chambers’ by some obsequious major-domo, Gordia told Pituita she hoped the doctors and magi would not be in attendance yet.

	“Those men never let a woman say anything, and if you get a word in edgewise, they won’t listen, they’ll just dismiss it as old wives’ tales. That’s the reason why I had to stay all night: only when all these quacks had gone to bed could I do my job properly!”

	“Good girl!” Pituita chuckled, “If there’s anyone of them in sight, I’ll show you how I take care of quacks.”

	But it turned out they had the empress all to themselves, and she was already awake, still feeling miserable. Pituita set about examining Agrippina at once, skipping the courtesies. Whereas Gordia gave her “your majesty” here and “your majesty” there, the old woman addressed their client only as “empress” or “precious”. Agrippina was a daughter of the legendary Germanicus, conqueror of the Rhine—she was born in Cologne—and she was the sister of the late emperor Caligula. She was a very important personage in her own right, apart from now being married to the current emperor, Claudius. But old, shabby Pituita bent over her and probed her belly unceremoniously with her crooked fingers, pressed her ear to the ‘client’s’ chest to listen to her heart, and after a while told her to breathe deeply while she listened to the lungs. Then she held her wrist and gauged her heart rate, cheerfully ignoring her stony silence and disapproving looks. Gordia stood by and smiled encouragingly, nodding her head. These mysterious examination methods were her mentor’s trademark, and as she herself had adopted them too, her client was already familiar with them. The wizened old midwife was also very good at listening to the heartbeat of an unborn child, but in Agrippina’s case it was too early for that. Like everyone else in Rome they knew exactly when the wedding night had taken place: on the first of January that same year. That would have been the start of the pregnancy as well.

	“Everything seems all right to me, empress,” Pituita finally pronounced, “you’re as fit as a fiddle where childbearing is concerned, but I’m told you’re feeling rotten. And sleeping very little. So, tell me about your symptoms, my precious: feeling a little listless, are we?”

	The empress now scowled at this unappealing old hag who presumed to address her in such a familiar manner. But immediately Pituita began to interrogate her about what she had been eating lately, and she stubbornly refused to accept evasive answers.

	“How much? How many? How often?” she insisted, stabbing the empress’s chest with her crooked forefinger, very hard, “What did you have for breakfast this morning, for example? When was the last time you ate an egg, eh? Just tell me that!”

	And she stared her down with a penetrating gaze of her sharp small eyes. Finally she was satisfied that she understood what was going on.

	“Holding back on food, are we? You don’t want your hubby to see you ballooning, eh? Don’t like the bloated look, do we?”

	Now she leaned forward and pushed her ugly old face within a few inches of the empress’s.

	“If you stop eating properly, your unborn child just helps itself from your body, and you’re the one that ends up feeling ill. That’s exactly what’s going on here… In other words, precious, you can’t starve that baby inside your belly… it will eat you up first!”

	“And you’ve learned such things from pregnant women in the Subura?”

	Agrippina had heard about this old midwife’s background from her own helper Gordia.

	“Certainly, empress, do you think the palace is the only place where women act stupid?”

	Agrippina was taken aback and replied nothing. Then the old woman whipped out a flagon from inside her purse and held it aloft. It was an expensive-looking glass flagon containing a brownish fluid.

	“I want you to drain the contents of this phial right now, precious, drink it all. And then order a bowl of soup from your kitchens, you understand? A broth of chicken and vegetables, with an egg thrown in, got that?”

	The empress, cowed into obedience, drank the concoction and pulled a face. “Ugh! That tastes awful!”

	“All the better to heal you!” the old hag chortled. Then she turned her back on the empress and stepped over to an outside window of her bedroom, and looking into the lush inner garden of her private quarters, with its majestic peristyle columns, she remarked, “You have such a beautiful view from here. Why can’t you just enjoy what you have?”

	Finally it was time for the two midwives to take their leave. “Don’t let any doctors or magi come near you today, Agrippina. They’re only men, you understand? They know nothing about us women!”

	As they stepped outside the empress’s chambers, Pituita confided to her younger colleague, “Listen, Gordia, I’m a bit concerned about your client. What I told the empress is not entirely true: sometimes unborn children get damaged too, when the mother doesn’t eat well, but in the Subura that happens mostly out of poverty and ignorance. So make sure Agrippina behaves… for the child’s sake if not for her own.”

	“Absolutely, Pituita, I will. And thank you for your help: I believe you made a huge impression on the empress in spite of it all.”

	“You’re welcome, sweetheart… I’ll send you my bill.”

	 

	With the money from the empress, Pituita could keep herself supplied in lemons, as well as in various expensive drugs. She considered lemon juice as her greatest contribution to the art of midwifery, but it was rather expensive. The biggest problem with pregnant women in Rome was that they fed themselves so badly, as did most of the population. People were forever buying rubbish food from stalls and taverns, living on dough-based snacks and too much fat, things that bloated and didn’t feed properly. What they really needed were fresh vegetables and fruit, dairy products and eggs, maybe a good chicken broth now and then… ah well.

	Then there was the perennial problem for all midwives, that women only called in their help when a delivery went wrong and it was almost too late, or in the more favourable cases, when they were feeling just too poorly from their gestation, like the empress a few months ago… With that one at least the lemon-juice concoction had worked its magic. That and a good talking-to of course. The latest reports from Gordia had been very satisfactory.

	Now, on a hot summer evening, Pituita was climbing the narrow wooden stairs of a Subura insula to a garret directly under the roof, on the fifth floor. She was going to attend to a lovely young client, Claudia Terentia, or Pomponii as the case might be, who was an absolutely delightful girl, deserving of every consideration. She had called on the midwife’s expertise early on in her pregnancy, and had treated her with the utmost respect from the very start. She’d followed her advice devotedly all along, anxious to please, very nervous about her first expectancy. But the poor creature was unlucky. Her womb was just not functioning properly. Pituita even wondered if the unborn child could be growing outside the uterus, a very rare and dangerous condition.

	As she entered the modest garret, it was like stepping into an oven, even at this late hour. A dingy place like this, with the roof tiles directly overhead and no windows, never seemed to cool off in the summer nor to ever get warm in the winter. The only fresh air entered through the gaps between the top of the low walls and the overhanging eaves of the roof, which also made the place very draughty on windy days. Not ideal. The husband was there, sitting by the bed and wiping his wife’s naked body with a wet sponge. Sextus Pomponius Sacer, a handsome young fellow and a useless slacker who lived entirely from public handouts. Fancied himself a political man on the way up. Not ideal. His only saving grace was that he really cared about Claudia in a way Roman men seldom did about their lawful wives, and that he was truly thrilled at the prospect of becoming a father.

	“Pituita! Please come in! Thank Iovis you’re here!” he now exclaimed, “although I’m still not sure when I can pay you.”

	“Never mind about that, Sextus… now make yourself scarce, this is a business where women need to be alone.”

	“Yes, I understand.”

	The man kissed his wife’s forehead and scuttled off. Pituita made sure she heard his footfalls retreating down the wooden stairs, she intended to have a serious discussion with the young woman, and she would not tolerate any eavesdropping this time, like she sometimes did.

	The beautiful young Claudia Terentia was visibly very much in pain on that day, her pretty features drawn and tense as she tried hard not to show it. Although the old midwife was a hardened professional, entirely focused on the delivery of babies rather than the ordeals of their mothers, in this case she found it a bit distressing to witness such suffering. The young woman was so nice. Claudia now smiled wanly and held out her hand to her, raising her arm. “Thank you ever so much for coming, dear Pituita.”

	The elder woman took her client’s hand and put her finger on her pulse at once.

	“Didn’t I promise to check on you today?”

	“Yes, but I’m grateful for your visit all the same.”

	“I can see you’re not having a good day, but how’s the baby? Still kicking?”

	“Yes, the baby seems all right. Not ‘kicking’ as such, but I can still feel it moving inside me.”

	“Good. Then let me listen to it.”

	Claudia laid back and offered her naked, bulging belly for inspection. The old woman kneeled down by the bed, bent over, and turning her head to one side she pressed her ear firmly to the still wet skin of her client’s naked flesh. The young woman winced. “Sorry dear,” Pituita mumbled, feeling her reaction, “just give me one moment. Hold your breath.”

	She could hear the baby’s heart all right, but only weakly, and it hadn’t become any stronger since her last visit, as it should have. She thought of Gordia, who at her last visit to the cave had bragged about the empress’s unborn child being the epitome of healthy development now, its heart “beating a tattoo like a whole cohort on parade.” You could always count on the rich and the mighty to have all the luck.

	“Listen, Claudia, we need to talk. I’m not going to beat around the bush because I know you’re a smart and sensible girl. You want to know the truth, don’t you?”

	“Who doesn’t?” the poor girl replied feebly, “but there’s no need to spare me, dear Pituita, I can feel that something’s terribly wrong.”

	“That’s exactly what I wanted to say. Your child seems to be laying outside your womb, somehow. Therefore it is not growing properly, but still enough to do a lot of damage inside you… The more it grows, the more damage it is doing. But I don’t think your child is going to make it alive, and we will have to wait and see if it will come out on its own or not.”

	“What if it doesn’t?”

	“At some stage I will just have to fetch it… and you don’t want to know how I’ll do that until you really have to. For the moment we just keep muddling along.”

	“I’m making a terrible mess of this thing, huh?”

	“Don’t blame yourself and don’t wallow in self-pity either. But there’s something else: because of the damage your child is causing, I don’t think you will ever be able to become pregnant again, and if you do it will probably be just as bad as this time.”

	“So I am to remain childless, you reckon?”

	“I’m afraid so, yes… and another thing: don’t tell Sextus for now, you’re having enough grief of your own without having to take care of your man’s distress as well.”

	“Maybe you’re right… poor Sextus!”

	Old Pituita thought, poor Claudia, opened the satchel hanging from her belt and rummaged around for a particular phial. Then she poured a dash of liquid out of it into a beaker of water that was standing on a stool next to the bed.

	“Now I’m going to give you something to ease the pain. It will knock you out too and you’ll sleep all night.”

	After putting back the stop very carefully, she picked up the cup, held it steady against the young woman’s lips and made her drain all of it. When Claudia had finished drinking she asked, “What is it?”

	“You wouldn’t know it, it’s called opium. It is made from the juice of special poppies that grow mainly in Egypt and the Cyrenaica. Normally I only administer it to women in pain after they’ve given birth, but in your case I’m making an exception.”

	The old midwife didn’t add that it could kill an unborn child, and that it was very expensive indeed.

	“Oh thank you, Pituita. I always like to see the poppies blooming in the fields.”

	“Well go to sleep now, sweetness, and just dream of those poppy blooms, why don’t you?”

	Moments later, as she tiptoed out of the garret while the young woman was going to sleep, Pituita took one last look over her shoulder, and her eyes lingered briefly on the pitiful little cot that Sextus had knocked together for the expected offspring. How reproachfully it stood in its corner of the small room!

	 

	The delivery by the empress at the end of September was quite a public affair, but Gordia had known all along what to expect. The doctors and magi were in full attendance, pretending they were telling her what to do, but smart enough to leave the actual work to her. A good thing too that they found it quite distasteful and didn’t dare come near the sweating mother or the slimy contents of her womb with their grubby fingers. She at least had learned a long time ago from her mentor to keep her hands clean and her nails short. And not to expect any recognition for mere women’s work. If men were so anxious to gather all the glory, well let them have it.

	So Gordia concentrated on her lady’s labour while a whole circus was going on around them. Even the Praefect of the Praetorian Guard, Rufrius Crispinus, came to the empress’s chambers to have a look, as did other top officials of the empire who wanted to be witnesses to this momentous event. The imperial astronomer was there to note the exact hour of the birth, his elaborate water-clock dripping steadily somewhere in the background. Only the emperor himself stayed away, as tradition dictated that the father-to-be should not interfere until he was called to the mother’s side when the delivery was over.

	At least Gordia had an excellent working relationship with her lady. Bending over the birthing chair she held her hands, and they looked into one another eyes while the midwife encouraged the parturient woman to push hard. Agrippina was not doing this for the first time and everything went as smoothly as could be expected. At the end of the afternoon she gave birth to a healthy baby girl. The emperor was finally called in and the child was shown to the proud old father. At last Claudius asked the courtiers to leave as he wished to have a moment in private with his wife and child. “But not you, Gordia”, Agrippina added, as her midwife made to leave the chambers too.

	A few hours went by before the emperor left his wife, after his newborn daughter had been deposited by the midwife into her magnificent crib next to the empress’s bed. Both daughter and mother were supposed to take a rest. However, Agrippina had been waiting for this moment quite eagerly, for she longed to see her beloved eleven-year-old son Lucius. Her maternal instincts were being constrained by high diplomacy. Young Lucius had been officially adopted by Claudius as his own son, but he was no such thing, he was a mere Ahenobarbus, and his mother knew better than to inflict his presence on her new husband more than was strictly necessary.

	At last the young boy entered his mother’s chambers, accompanied by a much older lad, Marcus Cocceius Nerva, all of eighteen years of age, who had been the boy’s companion and helper since he’d moved into the imperial palace.

	“Lucius! Darling! Come here, give mummy a hug,” Agrippina cooed, which made her son wince. He’d spent most of his young life away from his mother and felt her new-found devotion towards him rather disturbing. The boy looked up at the strapping young man who’d escorted him into the room, and Nerva smiled reassuringly down at the boy, with that engaging, lopsided half-smile that was typical of him, and then he bowed his head in a respectful salute towards the empress. Only then did Lucius fall into his mother’s arms. While she embraced her son, Agrippina smiled back at Nerva. You had to like that eighteen-year-old lad, he had a magic touch with young Lucius, who admired and loved him like a big brother, and he seemed to be genuinely devoted to the imperial household.

	“Don’t you want to say hello to your baby sister, my dear boy?”

	Lucius raised himself from his mother’s embrace and silently consulted with his older companion again, exchanging glances. Nerva then put his hand on the younger boy’s nape and guided him towards the crib. They both leaned over left and right. The crib was made of gilded precious wood and topped with a canopy of the finest, half-translucent Egyptian linen. The light surrounding the sleeping baby was milky with luxury.

	“What’s the baby called?” Lucius wanted to know.

	“Antonia, after your great-grandmother… well, she will be Antonia Germanica, as you already have a step-sister named Antonia.”

	“Yes… I know. I hate my step-sister.”

	“Now-now, Lucius, there’s no call for being rude about that charming young lady… and I’m sure your half-sister is going to be great fun!”

	The empress didn’t mention that ‘Antonia’ was not only the baby’s great-grandmother on her mother’s side, but her grandmother as well on her father’s. And that her grown-up half-sister had been named after that same forebear. The family situation was a bit complicated.

	“I see that Antonia has a lunula tied to her wrist already,” Nerva now remarked, “a double crescent, quite remarkable!”

	“Yes, my dear, I wore it myself as a girl, and my mother before me, going all the way back to Scribonia, the second wife of Octavius… and beyond.”

	“I see, so it was passed down along your maternal lineage?”

	“Precisely! Clever boy!”

	Suddenly Lucius couldn’t help himself, he had to poke inside the crib with his hand and prod the tiny shrimp lying there.

	“Don’t wake her up, darling. She must be tired; she’s had a very hard time getting herself into the world; she needs some rest now.”

	“What’s wrong with her eyes?”

	“Nothing, sweetheart, little babies just keep their eyes tightly shut all the time. You should have seen yourself when you were only a few hours old like her!”

	“Yes, but… the baby just opened her eyes a little bit, and… there’s nothing there!”

	 

	That night the gutters were gurgling in the rain as a solitary woman stepped out of the imperial palace without a glance at the guards. She was wearing an ample raincoat made of fatty wool, bent forward against the steady drizzle, clutching a bundle against her chest with both hands. She hurried down the scarcely-lit road towards the Via Nova, without looking back even once at the brightly illuminated palaces on the Palatine.

	Gordia Proculi was feeling sad and defeated. The bundled-up baby in her arms was perfectly healthy, sleeping contentedly after her first feed from the wet nurse. She’d even burped beautifully! Yet the empress had cast her out, because the poor mite was born with shrivelled eyes; bound to be as blind as a bat; it wouldn’t do at all… Now she was hurrying to Pituita’s place, the narrow streets in the old neighbourhood would be cast in pitch darkness at this hour, but even so she could easily find her way to the cave she knew so well.

	At least Agrippina had not demanded that she kill the child for her, Gordia would never have been capable of that. After her boy had made his remark, genuinely puzzled, the empress had motioned the midwife to bring her newborn over to the bed where she was reclining, and she’d pried its eyelids apart with two fingers, forcibly, frowning fiercely, and she’d cried out in a way that had sent shivers down her helper’s spine: “What is this? She’s blind! How is this possible? Gordia, how could you overlook such a thing?” Then she’d pushed the baby away, back into the midwife’s arms, almost dropping it. The baby had started to scream, the boy had looked terrified, and the young man who accompanied him had the wisdom to lead him away at once, his hand still on his nape.

	As soon as they were alone Gordia stammered hurriedly, “Let me take the baby with me, your majesty, I may find another woman who will be glad to have her, even if she’s blind.” And the empress had waved off the newborn dismissively, with a scowl that meant, “let them have her.” That was when she’d brought the child over to the wet nurse, in another room, as tiny Antonia was still crying and really gave her mother the creeps. Then they had decided what to do and what to say to the others. It was the empress herself who suggested she take a pillow-case into the garden and fill it with pebbles until it had the baby’s weight. Then she was to prepare a mock baby-corpse, tightly swaddled into a sheet for burial.

	Nobody would find it strange to hear that the newborn had suddenly died, if the empress and her midwife both declared it was so. Such things happened all the time: one moment a baby was alive and well, the next moment it had stopped breathing. That was why Romans only gave a name to their children on the eighth day after birth for girls, and on the ninth for boys. It was also on that day, dies lustricus, when you could start feeling more confident that your child was viable, that boys received a bullus, and girls a lunula, the lucky charms that would protect them further through their uncertain childhoods. It had been quite typical of Agrippina’s carelessness and impulsiveness that she’d decided to name her daughter Antonia straightaway, and had immediately bound the lunula to her wrist. Typical also that she didn’t want to keep a perfectly healthy child only because she was blind: having a cripple for a daughter clearly didn’t fit in with the plans of imperial glory she had for herself and for her son.

	Speaking of whom… when she left her lady’s chambers later that night, there he was, with his older sidekick, in the deserted corridor. Agrippina had told Gordia to leave by a side door as soon as everything was ready and Antonia could be taken away, and she was to leave the palace discreetly by a roundabout route. But the two boys, apparently, had anticipated these moves and were waiting for her.

	“Can we have a word, matrona? Are you taking Antonia away?”

	The older lad explained very politely that they wanted to say goodbye to the baby, if Gordia would be so kind to show her to them one last time. So she unwrapped the newborn’s head and presented her to the boys in her lowered arms. She was sleeping, her eyes closed tight, looking so perfect that it was hard to imagine that there was anything the matter with her.

	“We’re so sorry for what happened,” Nerva explained, “and Lucius has the feeling it is all his fault.”

	“Oh no, surely not! My dear boy, you happened to be the first one to notice she was blind, but it is not your fault at all!”

	“That’s what I keep telling him, Gordia, but Lucius keeps asking: why is she blind; what went wrong; who is to blame? And I say: nobody; it’s plain rotten luck, that’s all.”

	“Indeed, Nerva, such things are entirely in the hands of the gods,” Gordia muttered, and she sighed.

	The young boy’s face lit up, and he said hopefully, “My mother has told me that one day I will be a god too!”

	 

	When the solitary woman reached Pituita’s cave in the rain-drenched night, her former teacher had already gone to sleep. But like a soldier or a firefighter she always slept lightly, provisionally, her things at the ready near her bed. When Gordia called out to her she was up at once and inspecting the baby with a professional interest. It was uncanny, how old Pituita mimicked the empress’s gestures when she pried open the baby’s eyelids, startling the poor little mite and making her whimper.

	“Blind, eh? Atrophied eyeballs… Well-well, I can’t say I find it unexpected: it’s either the result of the incestuous procreation, or it’s caused by the mother’s bad diet at the beginning of her pregnancy.”

	“Yes… it’s not often that you can choose between two causes for a birth defect.”

	“Precisely! But in every other respect this is a beautiful, healthy child. I know exactly the right mother for her.”

	The old midwife handed the baby back and set about gathering her things at once. Gordia noticed that she was packing her surgical instruments as well: scalpels, forceps, a speculum, cauterizing irons and sewing needles. Here again a military comparison imposed itself: on the frontline of delivering babies and trying to save their mothers, Pituita had acquired the battlefield experience of a hardened army surgeon. Gordia knew she could still learn a lot in this field, and she was hoping to inherit her mentor’s instruments one day.

	“I need your help, dear girl, you must come with me to the Subura.”

	“Sure, Gran, anything you say.”

	As the two women walked down to the Forum, and from there took the Argiletum all the way back to the meanest streets, the younger midwife still carrying the baby, they discussed the client’s case. Pituita explained about the foetus growing outside the womb; not viable and threatening the mother’s life; dead in the womb now, after some massive doses of opium.

	“I was hoping sweet Claudia would expel the poor thing spontaneously, but that’s not her style at all… However, the timing is perfect: now that we have a replacement child for her, the moment has come to give nature a helping hand.”

	“How meek you make it sound… are you sure she’ll survive? Will she still be capable of caring for a child afterwards?”

	“I have loads of opium left in my bag, and as you very well know, I have a particularly delicate touch for this kind of thing.”

	“I’m looking forward to watching the master at work.”

	“That’s right, dear girl, and not just watching either: you’ll assist me, and learn by doing… Did you have the child fed at the palace?”

	“Yes, I took her straight from the wet nurse over to your place.”

	“Oh, good! She won’t be bothering us any time soon, then.”

	When they arrived at the insula where Claudia lived, Pituita asked Gordia to wait downstairs with the baby while she went up and dealt with the husband, Sextus. “When you hear him coming down the wooden stairs, hide down there in the cellar’s entrance, then come up to the fifth floor as soon as he’s out of the way.”

	The younger midwife did as she’d been told, and when she finally joined her mentor, Pituita was already preparing her patient for the operation. She took the baby over from her helper, and in a friendly voice Gordia had never heard her use before, she said to her client, “Say hello to your daughter, Claudia, you can hold her for a while, until the opium kicks in.”

	The young woman, reclining on her bed with her back against some pillows, took over the newborn and cradled it in her arms. She looked down at her scrunched-up, sleepy face and smiled tenderly.

	“She’s blind, as I told you. Let me show you.”

	This time old Pituita was not as brusque in her treatment of the child: very delicately she squeezed her tiny little nose shut, forcing her to gasp for air, and the newborn raised her eyebrows briefly, blinking, still half-asleep.

	“See? No eyes! Will your husband be able to accept that?”

	“Don’t worry, Sextus will adore her, same as me.”

	“Maybe don’t tell him she’s not really his own.”

	“No, maybe not. He didn’t see her when you came up?”

	“No, we made damn sure of that!”

	“All right. Well thank you, dear Pituita, and you too, Gordia, I’m really grateful…”

	And suddenly she was gone, she passed out, overwhelmed by the opium she’d been given. So after laying the child aside in her cot, the two women sprang into action, pulled their client’s inanimate body flat on its back, her legs wide open, and started to “fetch” her stillborn foetus. They made use of tools and skills that the vast majority of Romans didn’t even know existed, that belonged to the age-old heritage of this most discreet of all secret societies: the sisterhood of midwives.

	After the operation, there was still one grim task that needed to be taken care of: disposing of the blood-drenched stillborn and of the ill-fated placenta. When the two women had ascertained that the wounds had been properly dressed and all bleeding staunched, they tiptoed down the stairs, Gordia carrying the gruesome remains bundled inside a towel. At the foot of the stairs Pituita went out towards Sextus, who was pacing up and down the street in front of the insula, and while she was telling him that all was well and that he had a daughter, Gordia in her turn slipped out of the building behind his back, carrying away her grim bundle. She would go straight to the Tiber and drop it in the river from a bridge, as inconspicuously as possible.

	When Sextus was finally allowed back in his home, his wife was still out cold, his daughter too was fast asleep in her cot, and he didn’t trust himself to pick her up. Then the old midwife said, “You do realize we had a rather difficult pregnancy here?”

	“Yes, yes, obviously!”

	“Well, everything turned out all right in the end, you have a perfectly healthy daughter, except for one small detail: she’s blind. But believe me, I know something about newborn babies, and I can promise you that your daughter has a very sunny disposition. She’ll be no trouble at all.”

	Sextus swallowed hard. He was not a happy man, but he did all he possibly could not to show it, very much to his credit, Pituita thought.

	“In that case, Matrona, we’ll call her Desiderata, like we intended all along.”

	After he’d paced up and down between his wife’s bed and his daughter’s cot for a while, looking a bit lost, she told him, “Now take some rest, Sextus, go to sleep.”

	“You mean… in our bed?”

	“No! Just lie down on a blanket on the floor or something.”

	The poor man did as he was told and was soon asleep. What a night!

	Pituita sat down on a stool next to Claudia’s bed and checked her pulse from time to time: still weak, but steady. It would take some time yet before she came round. This whole operation had been a balancing act on a knife’s edge. If you wanted to spare your poor client the pain, you had to almost kill her with a massive dose of opium… but there was no one in the world, Pituita reflected smugly, who could pull this off better than she did. Gordia had learned some invaluable lessons tonight… dear girl. She was good at her job too, having been taught by the best, for sure, and she was very successful now, catering to the highest classes and making a lot of money, but she still kept coming back to her for advice and mentoring, when needed, and she remained loyal to where she came from… She was married and had a daughter, who was twelve years old now, also a smart girl, there was little doubt this young Procula would take over the torch one day, and she, Pituita, had had so many other protégées in Rome, that her contribution to the heritage of midwifery seemed quite safe. And she reflected on her own apprenticeship, at the time, at the feet of her own mentor, Locusta, who’d lived in the cave in their neighbourhood before her. She used to say, “A cave feels like a womb, and it’s an ideal dwelling for a midwife…”

	Finally Claudia woke up, as the first light of dawn shone through the gaps between the walls and the roof. The first thing she did was to ask woozily, “Where’s my baby? Is she alright?” Still half-groggy but already focused on the child: an excellent sign in Pituita’s opinion. The old midwife roused the husband sleeping on the floor and instructed him to bring his daughter over to his wife. “I’m sure you can do it, Sextus, just don’t drop her.” And she took a pulse-reading while the young father did what he was told.

	“Welcome back, Claudia, your heart is singing like a cricket in the summer grass, you’re going to be all right… and there’s nothing wrong with your breasts either, you can feed the girl as soon as she wants. I’ll return later today to refresh your dressings.”

	As she made to leave with her bag full of materials and implements, the young mother was no longer paying any attention to her. She was holding the baby in her arms, she kissed her husband, and then she offered a breast to the newborn. Pituita opened the door of their garret and looked back over her shoulder; the three of them made a charming family group.

	One dead and two lives saved, she reflected, not bad for a night’s work.

	Then she said out loud, “Claudia, you’re still a bit groggy right now, but remember one thing: your daughter can’t see you at all, she can only hear you… So you have to keep talking to her all the time, especially when you’re feeding. Got that?”

	“Yes, you’re right, Pituita, thank you for reminding me… I will.”

	And as the old midwife closed the door behind her, Claudia was already cooing in a wobbly way: “Desiderata… Desiderata.”

	 


 

	II   Rome, 1964: A real-life mad scientist

	 

	“Oh, quanto è bella!” the old caretaker exclaimed softly as he looked intently at the painted wall. How beautiful she is!

	Morag and bishop Contini exchanged glances and smiled. The deaf young woman couldn’t hear what the old man was muttering to himself, but she could plainly see that he was moved almost to tears by what was after all a very banal representation of St Plautilla’s story. The Baroque painters clearly had their conventions for depicting biblical or mythological scenes, for anything that was supposed to have taken place in antiquity. People were clad in colourful curtains, draped spectacularly, soldiers were girdled in outlandish pieces of armour, shining like silver or gold, and you could always count on at least one of the figures to be naked—except for a tactful fig leaf or loincloth—to allow the painter to show off his knowledge of anatomy, copied from plaster casts of classical sculpture. This fresco in the chapel of the convent where Morag and Daisy shared a room was no exception: the Baroque equivalent of a Hollywood super-production. Plautilla herself was wearing a white sheet, the executioner a suit of armour, including a curlicued helmet, and St Paul with his beard and bald pate was represented almost naked, as he was about to be beheaded. The whole thing done in a clumsy and conventional manner. Quaint.

	But for old Signor Bertini, understandably, all this was a true revelation. He felt a shock of recognition for long-lost images that had been utterly familiar to him for many years, probably even going back to his childhood.

	“Questo è esattamente lo stesso,” he now declared, and Contini translated for Daisy: “This is exactly the same.” Then Daisy wrote it down for Morag in her notebook: bertini says it is exactly the same! The mother superior chuckled approvingly, looking very proud, almost as if she herself had made sure the frescoes in her convent were exact copies of those that had embellished the Baroque chapel where the old man had been a caretaker, before it had been destroyed by an Allied bomb during World War Two.

	And this was just the first tableau of the triptych: an almost naked St Paul was kneeling in front of a blood-stained block, while on the left the executioner in shining armour raised his sword, and St Plautilla to the right leaned forward in order to tie her headscarf over the apostle’s eyes, thereby revealing an awful lot of cleavage for a Christian saint. The whole scene was situated in the open air, with a landscape and mock-Roman onlookers in the background.

	They all moved on to the second scene. St Paul’s headless body was lying at the fore, in front of the block, and behind it on the left the executioner held the severed head high, dangling in an unnatural way from the blindfold that also covered the eyes. St Plautilla was now kneeling in prayer, to the right and behind the dead body, her hands pressed together and her eyes raised piously towards the heavens.

	And then they went on to the third and last tableau. This time the scene took place inside a room, St Paul making his apparition, apparently floating in through an open window—his body whole again—glowing as if an electric light fixture had been mounted at the back of his head and switched on. The scarf he held at the end of his outstretched arm made an elegant flourish in the middle of the composition, while St Plautilla, still kneeling, raised her hand to retrieve it.

	By now old Signor Bertini was in a state of ecstasy, crying “Oh!” and “Ah!” while he pressed his hands together just as fervently as the matrona in the second part. Mother Superior was all smiles and told the old caretaker that he should feel free to come back from time to time, if only he phoned beforehand to announce his visit. A very moving moment.

	Morag could not hear what was being said, but she got the picture all the same. She cast wistful glances at her roommate and pitied her for not being able to visualise the confirmation of her hypothesis. It had been her idea that these frescoes might be copies of Baroque originals destroyed by the bombs. Clever thinking for someone who had never actually seen a painting in her entire life. And the scene that had just played itself out here had a strong visual component

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
images/image.jpeg





