
  [image: ]


  
    ABOUT THE BOOK
  


  
    Rats are always bigger than you expect...’
  


  
    Rome, AD71. Marcus Didius Falco, Rome’s most hard-done-by private investigator, is desperate to leave the notorious Lautumiae prison – though being bailed from his cell by his mother is a slight indignity...
  


  
    Things get worse when a group of nouveau riche ex-slaves hire him to outwit a fortune-hunting redhead, whose husbands have a habit of dying ‘accidentally’. Soon he is up against a female contortionist and her extra friendly snake, indigestible cakes and rent racketeers – though those are nothing to his worries about how to cook a giant turbot without a proper oven or a decent fish kettle...
  


  
    ‘Another redolent dip into corruption in Vespasian’s Rome... original and delightful’ Sunday Times
  


  
    ‘The most purely entertaining of recent crime novels’ New Statesman and Society
  


  
    ‘Original and endearing... one can only hope that Falco will be around for as long as Flashman’ Time Out
  


  
    VENUS IN COPPER

    Lindsey Davis

    
  

  
    Table of Contents
  


  
    Cover
  


  
    About the Book
  


  
    Venus in Copper
  


  
    Copyright
  


  
    Dedication
  


  
    Acknowledgement
  


  
    About the Author
  


  
    Praise for Lindsey Davis
  


  
    Also Available by Lindsey Davis
  


  
    Rome
  


  
    Principal Characters
  


  
    Suspects & Witnesses
  


  
    Map
  


  
    Chapter I
  


  
    Chapter II
  


  
    Chapter III
  


  
    Chapter IV
  


  
    Chapter V
  


  
    Chapter VI
  


  
    Chapter VII
  


  
    Chapter VIII
  


  
    Chapter IX
  


  
    Chapter X
  


  
    Chapter XI
  


  
    Chapter XII
  


  
    Chapter XIII
  


  
    Chapter XIV
  


  
    Chapter XV
  


  
    Chapter XVI
  


  
    Chapter XVII
  


  
    Chapter XVIII
  


  
    Chapter XIX
  


  
    Chapter XX
  


  
    Chapter XXI
  


  
    Chapter XXII
  


  
    Chapter XXIII
  


  
    Chapter XXIV
  


  
    Chapter XXV
  


  
    Chapter XXVI
  


  
    Chapter XXVII
  


  
    Chapter XXVIII
  


  
    Chapter XXIX
  


  
    Chapter XXX
  


  
    Chapter XXXI
  


  
    Chapter XXXII
  


  
    Chapter XXXIII
  


  
    Chapter XXXIV
  


  
    Chapter XXXV
  


  
    Chapter XXXVI
  


  
    Chapter XXXVII
  


  
    Chapter XXXVIII
  


  
    Chapter XXXIX
  


  
    Chapter XL
  


  
    Chapter XLI
  


  
    Chapter XLII
  


  
    Chapter XLIII
  


  
    Chapter XLIV
  


  
    Chapter XLV
  


  
    Chapter XLVI
  


  
    Chapter XLVII
  


  
    Chapter XLVIII
  


  
    Chapter XLIX
  


  
    Chapter L
  


  
    Chapter LI
  


  
    Chapter LII
  


  
    Chapter LIII
  


  
    Chapter LIV
  


  
    Chapter LV
  


  
    Chapter LVI
  


  
    Chapter LVII
  


  
    Chapter LVIII
  


  
    Chapter LIX
  


  
    Chapter LX
  


  
    Chapter LXI
  


  
    Chapter LXII
  


  
    Chapter LXIII
  


  
    Chapter LXIV
  


  
    Chapter LXV
  


  
    Chapter LXVI
  


  
    Chapter XLVII
  


  
    Chapter LXVIII
  


  
    CV of Marcus Didius Falco
  


  
    An Extract from 'The Iron Hand of Mars'
  


  
    An Extract from Falco: The Official Companion
  


  
    Interview for Texas Classics in Action
  


  
    This ebook is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, resold, hired out or otherwise circulated without the publisher’s prior consent in any form (including any digital form) other than this in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.
  


  
    Epub ISBN: 9781446455197
  


  
    Version 1.0
  


  
    www.randomhouse.co.uk
  


  
    
  


  
    Reissued in the United Kingdom by Arrow Books in 2008
  


  
    3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2
  


  
    Copyright © Lindsey Davis, 1991
  


  
    Lindsey Davis has asserted her right under the Copyright, Designs
  


  
    and Patents Act, 1988 to be identified as the author of this work.
  


  
    This novel is a work of fiction. Names and characters are the product of the
  


  
    author’s imagination and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead,
  


  
    is entirely coincidental
  


  
    Arrow Books
  


  
    The Random House Group Limited
  


  
    20 Vauxhall Bridge Road, London, SW1V 2SA
  


  
    Addresses for companies within The Random House Group Limited
  


  
    can be found at: www.randomhouse.co.uk/offices.htm
  


  
    The Random House Group Limited Reg. No. 954009
  


  
    www.rbooks.co.uk
  


  
    A CIP catalogue record for this book
  


  
    is available from the British Library
  


  
    ISBN 9780099515074
  


  
    For my parents – Welcome to Kent!
  


  
    Acknowledgement
  


  
    Selfridges’ Food Hall, for supplying the Turbot
  


  
    ABOUT THE AUTHOR
  


  
    Lindsey Davis began writing about the Romans with The Course of Honour, which tells the real-life love story of the Emperor Vespasian and Antonia Caenis. Her bestselling mystery series features laid-back First Century Roman detective Marcus Didius Falco and his partner Helena Justina, plus friends, relations, pets and bitter enemy the Chief Spy. She has also written Rebels and Traitors, a serious novel on an epic scale, set in the English Civil War and Commonwealth. Her books are translated into many languages, recorded for audio and serialised on BBC Radio 4. She has won the CWA Historical Dagger, the Dagger in the Library, and a Sherlock for Falco as Best Detective. She has been Honorary President of the Classical Association and is past Chair of the Crimewriters’ Association. In 2009 she was awarded the Premio de Honor de Novela Historica by the Spanish City of Zaragoza, for her career as a historical novelist.
  


  
    PRAISE FOR LINDSEY DAVIS
  


  
    ‘With the passing of Ellis Peters the title of Queen of Whodunnit is temporarily vacant. Lindsey Davis is well suited to assume it – and she is funnier than Peters... it is all so enjoyable’
  


  
    THE TIMES
  


  
    Silver Pigs
  


  
    ‘Following the blood-stained trail of silver ingots to Britain in AD70 is Marcus Didius Falco, the private eye with the Roman nose. He’s the wise-cracking, toga-fumbling hero of a sizzlingly original thriller’
  


  
    THE MAIL ON SUNDAY
  


  
    Shadows in Bronze
  


  
    ‘Another redolent dip into corruption in Vespasian’s Rome... original and delightful’ SUNDAY TIMES
  


  
    Last Act in Palmyra
  


  
    ‘Several cheers for Lindsey Davis... Great fun’
  


  
    THE TIMES
  


  
    One Virgin Too Many
  


  
    ‘One of the most entertaining books of the year’
  


  
    SUNDAY TELEGRAPH
  


  
    Ode to A Banker
  


  
    ‘A witty satire of publishing and banking with striking contemporary resonance... hot, noisy, smelly and full of unforgettable characters’
  


  
    GUARDIAN
  


  
    Also available by Lindsey Davis
  


  
    Fiction
  


  
    The Course of Honour
  


  
    The Falco Series
  


  
    The Silver Pigs
  


  
    Shadows in Bronze
  


  
    The Iron Hand of Mars
  


  
    Poseidon’s Gold
  


  
    Last Act in Palmyra
  


  
    Time to Depart
  


  
    A Dying Light in Corduba
  


  
    Three Hands in the Fountain
  


  
    Two for the Lions
  


  
    One Virgin Too Many
  


  
    Ode to a Banker
  


  
    A Body in the Bath House
  


  
    The Jupiter Myth
  


  
    The Accusers
  


  
    Scandal Takes a Holiday
  


  
    See Delphi and Die
  


  
    Saturnalia
  


  
    Alexandria
  


  
    Nemesis
  


  
    Falco: The Official Companion
  


  
    Rebels and Traitors
  


  
    ROME
  


  
    August-September AD71
  


  
    
      ‘The bigger the turbot and dish the bigger the scandal, not to mention the waste of money...’
    


    
      Horace, Satire II,2
    


    
      ‘For me it’s “Enjoy what you have”, though I can’t feed my dependants on turbot...’
    


    
      Persius, Satire 6
    


    
      ‘I’ve no time for the luxury of thinking about turbots: a parrot is eating my house...’
    


    
      Falco, Satire I,1
    

  


  
    PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS
  


  
    Friends, Enemies, & Family
  


  
    
      	M Didius Falco

      	An informer; trying to turn an honest denarius in a distinctly inferior job
    


    
      	Helena Justina

      	His highly superior girlfriend
    


    
      	Falco’s Mother

      	(Enough said)
    


    
      	Maia & Junia

      	Two of Falco’s sisters (the madcap & the refined one)
    


    
      	Famia & Gaius Baebius

      	His brothers-in-law, about whom it is best to say nothing (since there is nothing good to say)
    


    
      	D Camillus Verus & Julia Justa

      	Helena’s patrician parents, who reckon Falco has much to answer for
    


    
      	L Petronius Longus

      	Falco’s loyal friend; the Captain of the Aventine Watch
    


    
      	Smaractus

      	The landlord Falco is trying to lose
    


    
      	Lenia

      	Proprietress of the Eagle Laundry, who is after Falco’s landlord (or after Falco’s landlord’s money)
    


    
      	Rodan & Asiacus

      	Falco’s landlord’s bullyboys; the seediest gladiators in Rome
    


    
      	Titus Caesar

      	Elder son and colleague of the Emperor Vespasian; Falco’s patron, when he is allowed to be by:
    


    
      	Anacrites

      	Chief Spy at the Palace, no friend of our boy
    


    
      	Footsie, the Midget & the Man on the Barrel

      	Members of Anacrites’ staff
    


    
      	A prison rat

      	Ditto, probably
    

  


  
    Suspects & Witnesses
  


  
    
      	Severina Zotica

      	A professional bride (a home-loving girl)
    


    
      	Severus Moscus

      	(The bead-threader) Her first husband (deceased)
    


    
      	Eprius

      	(The apothecary) Her second husband (deceased)
    


    
      	Grittius Fronto

      	(The wild-beast importer) Her third husband (deceased)
    


    
      	Chloe

      	Her feminist parrot
    


    
      	Hortensius Novus

      	A freedman, now big in business; Severina’s betrothed (can he last?)
    


    
      	Hortensius Felix & Hortensius Crepito

      	Business partners to Novus (all friends together, naturally)
    


    
      	Sabina Pollia & Hortensia Atilia

      	Their wives who consider that Hortensius Novus ought to be a worried man (an interest some might say was worrying)
    


    
      	Hyacinthus

      	A runabout to the Hortensii
    


    
      	Viridovix

      	A Gallic chef, reputedly a ruined prince
    


    
      	Anthea

      	A skivvy
    


    
      	Cossus

      	A letting agent Hyacinthus knows
    


    
      	Minnius

      	Purveyor of suspiciously delicious cakes
    


    
      	Lusius

      	A praetor’s clerk, who is suspicious of everyone (a sharp type)
    


    
      	Tyche

      	An evasive fortune-teller
    


    
      	Thalia

      	A dancer who does curious things with snakes
    


    
      	A curious snake

      	
    


    
      	Scaurus

      	A monumental mason (with plenty of work)
    


    
      	Appius Priscillus

      	A property mogul (just another rat)
    


    
      	Gaius Cerinthus

      	Somebody the parrot knows; suspiciously absent from the scene
    

  


  [image: Missing Images]


  
    I
  


  
    Rats are always bigger than you expect.
  


  
    I heard him first: a sinister shuffle of some uninvited presence, too close for comfort in a cramped prison cell. I lifted my head.
  


  
    My eyes had grown accustomed to near-darkness. As soon as he moved again I saw him: a dust-coloured, masculine specimen, his pink hands disturbingly like a human child’s. He was as big as a buck rabbit. I could think of several casual eating shops in Rome where the cooks would not be too fussy to drop this fat scavenger into their stockpots. Smother him with garlic and who would know? At a furnace stackers’ chophouse in some low quarter near the Circus Maximus, any bone with real meat on it would add welcome flavour to the broth...
  


  
    Misery was making me ravenous; all I had to gnaw on was my anger at being here.
  


  
    The rat was browsing nonchalantly in one corner amongst some rubbish, months’ old debris from previous prisoners, which I had avoided as too disgusting to explore. He seemed to notice me as I looked up, but his concentration was not really there. I felt that if I lay still he might decide I was a pile of old rags to investigate. But if I shifted my legs defensively the motion would startle him.
  


  
    Either way, the rat would run over my feet.
  


  
    I was in the Lautumiae Prison, along with various petty felons who could not afford a barrister, and all the Forum pickpockets who wanted a rest from their wives. Things could be worse. It might have been the Mamertine: the short-stay political holding cell with its twelve-foot-deep dungeon, whose only exit for a man without influence was straight down into Hades. Here at least we had continual entertainment: old lags swearing hot Subura oaths, and wild swoops of disconcerting mania from hopeless drunks. In the Mamertine nothing breaks the monotony until the public strangler comes in to measure your neck.
  


  
    There would be no rats in the Mamertine. No jailor feeds a man condemned to death, so leftovers for the rodent population are scarce. Rats learn these things. Besides, everything there must be kept neat, in case any high-flown senators with foolish friends who have offended the Emperor want to drop in and relate the Forum news. Only here in the Lautumiae among the social dregs could a prisoner enjoy the keen excitement of waiting for his whiskery cellmate to turn round and sink its teeth into his shin...
  


  
    The Lautumiae was a rambling affair, built to house squadrons of prisoners from provinces which were restive. Being foreign was the regular qualification. But any thorn who prickled the wrong bureaucrat could end up here as I had done, watching his toenails grow and thinking harsh thoughts about the establishment. The charge against me – in so far as the bastard who committed me to prison had a charge at all – was typical: I had made the fundamental error of showing up the Emperor’s Chief Spy. He was a vindictive manipulator called Anacrites. Earlier that summer he had been sent to Campania on a mission; when he bungled it the Emperor Vespasian despatched me to finish the job, which I smartly did. Anacrites reacted in the usual way of a mediocre official whose junior shows any tenacity: he wished me luck in public – then at the first opportunity rammed in the boot.
  


  
    He had tripped me up over a minor accounting error: he claimed I stole some imperial lead – all I did was borrow the stuff to use in a disguise. I had been prepared to pay back the money I took in exchange for the metal, if anyone ever challenged me. Anacrites never gave me the chance; I was flung into the Lautumiae, and so far no one had bothered to book a magistrate to hear my defence. Soon it would be September, when most of the courts went into recess and all new cases were held over until the New Year...
  


  
    It served me right. Once I had known better than to dabble in politics. I had been a private informer. For five years I did nothing more dangerous than seek out adultery and business fraud. A happy time: strolling about in the sunshine assisting tradesmen with their domestic tiffs. Some of my clients were women (and some of those were quite attractive). Also, private clients paid their bills. (Unlike the Palace, who quibbled over every innocent expense.) If I ever managed to regain my freedom, working for myself again was beckoning attractively.
  


  
    Three days in jail had doused my happy-go-lucky nature. I was bored. I grew morose. I was suffering physically too: I had a sword-cut in my side – one of those slight flesh-wounds which chooses to fester. My mother was sending in hot dinners to comfort me, but the jailor picked out all the meat for himself. Two people had tried to extricate me; both without success. One was a friendly senator who tried to raise my plight with Vespasian; he had been denied an audience due to Anacrites’ baleful influence. The other was my friend Petronius Longus. Petro, who was Captain of the Aventine watch, had come to the prison with a winejar under his elbow and tried the old-pals act on the jailor – only to find himself pitched straight out in the street with his amphora: Anacrites had even poisoned our normal local loyalties. So thanks to the Chief Spy’s jealousy, it now looked as if I might never be a free citizen again...
  


  
    The door swung open. A voice grated, ‘Didius Falco, somebody loves you after all! Get up off your backside and bring your boots out here –’
  


  
    As I struggled to raise myself, the rat ran over my foot.
  


  
    II
  


  
    My troubles were over – partially.
  


  
    When I stumbled out into what passed for a reception area, the jailor was closing a heavy drawstring bag, grinning as if it was his birthday. Even his grimy sidekicks seemed impressed by the size of the bribe. Blinking in the daylight, I made out a small, pinched, upright figure who greeted me with a sniff.
  


  
    Rome is a fair society. There are plenty of provincial backwaters where prefects keep their felons in chains, ready to be tortured when other entertainment palls, but in Rome unless you commit a horrendous misdemeanour – or stupidly confess – every suspect has the right to find a sponsor to stand surety.
  


  
    ‘Hello, Mother!’ It would have been surly to wish myself back in the cell with the rat.
  


  
    Her expression accused me of being as degenerate as my father – though even my father (who ran off with a redhead and left poor ma with seven children) never landed himself in jail... Luckily my mother was too loyal to our family to draw this comparison in front of strangers, so she thanked the jailor for looking after me instead.
  


  
    ‘Anacrites seems to have forgotten you, Falco!’ he jeered at me.
  


  
    ‘That was his intention, presumably.’
  


  
    ‘He said nothing about bail before trial –’
  


  
    ‘He said nothing about a trial, either,’ I snarled. ‘Holding me without a court appearance is as illegal as denying bail!’
  


  
    ‘Well if he decides to press charges –’
  


  
    ‘Just whistle!’ I assured him. ‘I’ll be back in my cell looking innocent in two shakes of a bacchante’s tambourine.’
  


  
    ‘Sure, Falco?’
  


  
    ‘Oh sure!’ I lied pleasantly.
  


  
    Outside I took a deep breath of freedom, which I instantly regretted. It was August. We were facing the Forum. Around the Rostrum the atmosphere was almost as stifling as the bowels of the Lautumiae. Most of the aristocracy had dodged off to their airy summer villas, but for those of us at the rough end of society, life in Rome had slowed to a sluggish pace. Any movement in this heat was unbearable.
  


  
    My mother examined her jailbird, looking unimpressed.
  


  
    ‘Just a misunderstanding, Ma...’ I tried to prevent my face revealing that for an informer with a tough reputation, being rescued by his mother was an indignity to avoid. ‘Who provided the handsome ransom? Was it Helena?’ I asked, referring to the unusually superior girlfriend I had managed to acquire six months ago in place of my previous string of flea-bitten circus entertainers and flower girls.
  


  
    ‘No, I paid the surety; Helena has been seeing to your rent –’ My heart sank at this rush of support from the women in my life. I knew I would have to pay for it, even if not in cash. ‘Never mind about the money.’ My mother’s tone indicated that with a son like me, she kept her life savings continually to hand. ‘Come home with me for a good dinner –’
  


  
    She must be planning to keep me firmly in her custody; I planned on being my footloose self.
  


  
    ‘I need to see Helena, Ma –’
  


  
    Normally it would be unwise for a bachelor who had just been redeemed by his little old mother to suggest sloping off after women. But my mother nodded. In the first place, Helena Justina was a senator’s daughter so visiting such a highly placed lady counted as a privilege for the likes of me, not the usual depravity mothers rant about. Also, due partly to an accident on a staircase, Helena had just miscarried our first child. All our female relations still regarded me as a reckless wastrel, but for Helena’s sake most would agree that at present it was my duty to visit her at every opportunity.
  


  
    ‘Come with me!’ I urged.
  


  
    ‘Don’t be foolish!’ scoffed my mother. ‘It’s you Helena wants to see!’
  


  
    That news failed to fill me with confidence.
  


  
    Ma lived near the river, behind the Emporium. We crossed the Forum slowly (to emphasise how Ma was bowed down by the troubles I caused her), then she set me loose at my favourite bathhouse, which lay behind the Temple of Castor. There I sluiced away the stench of prison, changed into a spare tunic which I had left at the gymnasium to cover emergencies, and found a barber who managed to make me look more respectable (under the blood he caused to flow).
  


  
    I had come out, still feeling grey in the face after being locked up, yet much more relaxed. I was walking towards the Aventine, running my fingers through my damp curls in vain attempt to turn myself into the kind of debonair bachelor who might arouse a woman’s ardour. Then disaster struck. Too late, I noticed a pair of disreputable bruisers posing against a portico so they could show off their muscles to anyone who had to pass on their side of the street. They wore loincloths, with leather strips tied round their knees and wrists and ankles to make them look tough. Their arrogance was horribly familiar.
  


  
    ‘Oh look – it’s Falco!’
  


  
    ‘Oh cobnuts – Rodan and Asiacus!’
  


  
    Next moment one of them was behind me with his elbows clenched round my upper arms, while the other shook me charmlessly by the hand – a process which involved pulling out my wrist until my arm joints strained in their sockets like bowlines fighting their couplings on a galley in a hurricane. The smell of old sweat and recent garlic was bringing tears to my eyes. ‘Oh cut it, Rodan; my reach is already long enough...’
  


  
    To call these two ‘gladiators’ insulted even the clapped-out hulks who usually feature in that trade. Rodan and Asiacus trained at a barracks which was run by my landlord Smaractus, and when they were not smacking themselves silly with practice swords he sent them out to make the streets even more dangerous than usual. They never did much work in the arena; their role in public life was to intimidate the unfortunate tenants who rented homes from him. For me, being in prison had had one great advantage: avoiding my landlord, and these pet thugs of his.
  


  
    Asiacus lifted me off my feet and shook me about. I let him rearrange my guts temporarily. I waited until he grew bored with it and put me back on the paving slabs – then I carried on downwards, pulled him off balance, and threw him over my head at Rodan’s feet.
  


  
    ‘Olympus! Doesn’t Smaractus teach you two anything?’ I hopped back smartly out of their reach. ‘You’re out of date; my rent’s been paid!’
  


  
    ‘So the rumour’s true!’ leered Rodan. ‘We heard you’re a kept man now!’
  


  
    ‘Jealousy gives you a nasty squint, Rodan! Your mother should have warned you, it will drive away the girls!’ You may have heard that gladiators trail throngs of infatuated women; Rodan and Asiacus must have been the only two in Rome whose special seediness deprived them of any following. Asiacus got up, wiping his nose. I shook my head. ‘Sorry; I was forgetting: neither of you could interest a fifty-year-old fishwife with two blind eyes and no sense of discretion –’
  


  
    Then Asiacus jumped me. And they both set about reminding me why I hated Smaractus so bitterly.
  


  
    ‘That’s for the last time your rent was overdue!’ grunted Rodan, who had a long memory.
  


  
    ‘And that’s for the next time!’ added Asiacus – a realistic forecaster.
  


  
    We had practised this painful dance so many times that I soon twisted out of their grip. Throwing back one or two more insults, I skipped away up the street. They were too lazy to follow me.
  


  
    I had been free for an hour. I was already battered and despondent. In Rome, a landlord’s city, freedom brings mixed joys.
  


  
    III
  


  
    Helena Justina’s father, the Senator Camillus Verus, lived near the Capena Gate. A desirable spot, just off the Appian Way where it emerges from the republican city wall. On the way I managed to find another bathhouse to soothe my crop of new bruises. Luckily Rodan and Asiacus always punched a victim’s ribcage, so my face was unmarked; if I remembered not to wince there was no need for Helena to know. A sickly Syrian apothecary sold me a salve for the sword-wound I had already been nursing in my side, though the ointment soon produced a greasy mark on my tunic, blueish, like mould on wall plaster, which was not designed to impress the fashionable residents of the Capena Gate.
  


  
    The Camillus porter knew me but as usual refused me admittance. I did not allow this fleabag to delay my entry long. I walked round the corner, borrowed a hat from a roadmender, knocked again with my back turned, then when the porter foolishly opened up for what he thought was a travelling lupinseller, I rushed indoors making sure my boot stomped down hard on his ankle as our paths crossed.
  


  
    ‘For a quadrans I’d lock you out on the step! I’m Falco, you muttonchop! Announce me to Helena Justina, or your heirs will be quarrelling over who gets your best sandals sooner than you expect!’
  


  
    Once I got inside the house he treated me with sullen respect. That is, he went back into his cubicle to finish an apple, while I searched for my princess by myself.
  


  
    Helena was in a reception room, looking pale and studious with a reed pen in her hand. She was twenty-three – or perhaps twenty-four now since I had no idea when her birthday was; even after I had been to bed with their treasure, I was not invited to share the family celebrations of a senator’s house. They only let me see her at all because they cringed from Helena’s own wilfulness. Even before she met me she had been married but had chosen to divorce herself (for the eccentric reason that her husband never talked to her), so her parents had already realised their eldest offspring was a trial.
  


  
    Helena Justina was a tall, stately being whose straight dark hair had been tortured with hot curling rods, though it was fighting back well. She had handsome brown eyes which no cosmetics could improve, though her maids painted them up on principle. At home she wore very little jewellery, and looked none the worse for it. In company she was shy; even alone with a close friend like me she might pass for modest until she piped up with an opinion – at which point wild dogs broke pack and ran for cover all along the street. I reckoned I could handle her – but I never pushed my luck.
  


  
    I posed in the doorway with my normal disrespectful grin. Helena’s sweet, unforced smile of greeting was the best thing I had seen for a week. ‘Why is a beautiful girl like you sitting on her own, scribbling recipes?’
  


  
    ‘I am translating Greek History,’ Helena stated pompously. I peered over her shoulder. It was a recipe for stuffed figs.
  


  
    I bent and kissed her cheek. The loss of our baby, which we both still felt, had inflicted a painful formality on us. Then our two right hands found and gripped one another with a fervour that could have got us denounced by the pompous old barristers in the Basilica Julia.
  


  
    ‘I’m so glad to see you!’ murmured Helena fiercely.
  


  
    ‘It takes more than prison bolts to keep me away.’ I uncurled her hand and laid it against my cheek. Her ladylike fingers were perfumed with an eccentric combination of rare Indian unguents and oak-apple ink – quite unlike the stagnant whiffs that hung around the floosies I had previously known. ‘Oh lady, I love you,’ I admitted (still buoyed up by the euphoria of my recent release). ‘And it’s not just because I found out that you’ve paid my rent!’
  


  
    She slipped from her seat to kneel by me with her head hidden. A senator’s daughter would hardly risk letting a house-slave find her crying in a convict’s lap – but I stroked her neck soothingly, just in case. Besides, the back of Helena’s neck was an attractive proposition to an idle hand.
  


  
    ‘I don’t know why you bother with me,’ I commented after a while. ‘I’m a wreck. I live in a pit. I have no money. Even the rat in my cell had a sneer when he looked at me. Whenever you need me I leave you on your own –’
  


  
    ‘Stop grumbling, Falco!’ Helena snorted, looking up with a mark on her cheek from my belt buckle, but otherwise her old self.
  


  
    ‘I do a job most people wouldn’t touch,’ I carried on gloomily. ‘My own employer throws me into jail and forgets I exist –’
  


  
    ‘You’ve been released –’
  


  
    ‘Not exactly!’ I confessed.
  


  
    Helena never fussed over things she believed I ought to sort out for myself. ‘What are you intending to do now?’
  


  
    ‘Work on my own again.’ She said nothing; no need to ask why I was unhappy. My bright plan posed one great problem: I would earn much less independently than my notional public salary, despite the fact that Vespasian’s pay-clerks kept me months in arrears. ‘Do you think this is stupid?’
  


  
    ‘No; you’re quite right!’ Helena agreed without hesitation, though she must have realised going freelance destroyed any hope of me affording marriage into the patrician rank. ‘You’ve risked your life for the state. Vespasian took you on because he knew just what you were worth to him. But Marcus, you’re too good to suffer poor rewards form a stingy employer and petty Palace jealousies –’
  


  
    ‘Sweetheart, you know what it means –’
  


  
    ‘I said I would wait.’
  


  
    ‘I said I wouldn’t let you.’
  


  
    ‘Didius Falco, I never take any notice of what you say.’
  


  
    I grinned, then we sat together in silence a few minutes more.
  


  
    After jail, this room in her father’s house was a haven of tranquillity. Here we had rag rugs and tasselled cushions to make us comfortable. Thick masonry muffled out sounds from the street, while light flowing in through high windows on the garden side lit walls which were painted as mock marble, the colour of ripened wheat. It provided a gracious impression – though a slightly faded one. Helena’s father was a millionaire (this was not good detective work on my part, just the minimum qualification for the Senate); yet even he regarded himself as struggling in a city where only multimillionaires attracted election votes.
  


  
    My own position was far worse. I had no money and no status. To carry off Helena on respectable terms, I would have to find four hundred thousand sesterces and then persuade the Emperor to add me to the list of pitiful nonentities who form the middle rank. Even if lever managed it, I was for her a disreputable choice.
  


  
    She read my thoughts. ‘Marcus, I heard your horse won his race at the Circus Maximus.’
  


  
    Life does have its compensations: the horse, who was called Little Sweetheart, had been a lucky bequest to me. I could not afford to stable him, but before he went to the horse sales I had entered him in just one race – which he won at amazing odds. ‘Helena, you are right; I made some money on that race. I might invest in a more impressive apartment, to attract a better class of client.’
  


  
    Her head nodded approvingly, close against my knee. She had her hair pinned up with a pantheon of ivory bodkins, all with knobs carved as strict-looking goddesses. While I mused about my lack of money I had pulled one out, so I stuck it in my belt like a hunting knife, then teasingly set about capturing the rest. Helena squirmed in mild annoyance, reaching for my wrists. Eventually she knocked my fistful of pins to the floor; I let her flail around trying to find them while I carried on methodically with my plan.
  


  
    By the time I had her hair all loose, Helena had repossessed her bodkins – though I noticed she let me keep the one stuffed in my belt. I still have it: Flora, with a crown of roses which is giving her hay fever; she turns up sometimes when I burrow for lost pens in my writing-box.
  


  
    I spread out Helena’s shining hair the way I wanted it. ‘That’s better! Now you look more like a lass who might agree to being kissed – in fact you look like one who might even kiss me of her own accord...’ I reached down and pulled her arms round my neck.
  


  
    It was a long, deeply appreciative kiss. Only the fact that I knew Helena very well made me notice that my own passion was meeting unusual restraint from her.
  


  
    ‘What’s this? Gone off me, fruit?’
  


  
    ‘Marcus, I can’t –’
  


  
    I understood. Her miscarriage had shaken her; she was wary of risking another. And she was probably afraid of losing me too. We both knew more than one bright spark of Roman rectitude who would automatically ditch a distressed girlfriend at a time like this.
  


  
    ‘I’m sorry –’ She was embarrassed, and struggling to escape. But she was still my Helena. She wanted me to hold her almost as much as I wanted to. She needed to be comforted – even though for once she shrank from encouraging me.
  


  
    ‘My darling, it’s natural.’ I loosened my grip. ‘Everything will right itself...’ I knew I had to be reassuring so I tried to treat her gently, though it was hard to take disappointment when it felt so physical. I was cursing, and Helena must have been aware of it.
  


  
    We sat quiet and talked about family matters (a bad idea as usual), then not long afterwards I said I had to leave.
  


  
    Helena took me to the door. The porter had now disappeared altogether so I undid the bolts myself. She threw her arms round me and buried her face in my neck. ‘I suppose you’ll run after other women!’
  


  
    ‘Naturally!’ I managed to make a joke of it too.
  


  
    Her huge stricken eyes were affecting me badly. I kissed her eyelids then tormented myself, holding her tight against me while I lifted her right off her feet. ‘Come and live with me!’ I urged suddenly. ‘The gods only know how long it will take me to earn what we need to be respectable. I’m frightened of losing you; I want to have you close. If I rent a bigger apartment –’
  


  
    ‘Marcus, I just feel –’
  


  
    ‘Trust me.’
  


  
    Helena smiled, and pulled my ear as if she thought that was the quickest way to make our difficulties permanent. But she promised to think about what I had said.
  


  
    My step lightened as I walked home to the Aventine. Even if my lady was reluctant to join me, with my winnings on Little Sweetheart there was nothing to stop me leasing a more gracious apartment anyway... Knowing what I was going home to, the thought of living somewhere else was bound to cheer me up.
  


  
    Then I remembered that before I was hauled off to prison, my uncashed betting tokens had been swallowed by my three-year-old niece.
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