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For Jane, Mary and Eric

 







whoever wants to number

your thousands of love games

let him first count

each sand grain of Africa

and every glittering star




One

This is how it begins.

In the bolt-hole Manlius lent us: you remember it, of course you do. Your blank, blind stare doesn’t fool me for a second.

You didn’t think much of it.

‘What a dump,’ you said that first time, looking around the room while my heart thudded with the terror of having you there. Cold fire ran over my skin. My hands trembled. Metal clanged in my head as if someone were beating out a sword there. It was so loud that I could scarcely hear the words you said, let alone speak to you.

Manlius’ little villa looked out of place next to the apartment blocks that towered on either side of it. It was a piece of the country in the city, a remnant of family history from long ago. It’s gone now. There was a fire – a very convenient fire – when the slave janitor happened to be absent on his master’s business. So no more villa, just a tasty, smouldering piece of land that was immediately snapped up by a property developer. Manlius probably took a rock-bottom price from him, not realizing the value of the plot, and never suspecting that his steadfast old slave might be pocketing a backhander.

That’s Manlius’ world. Slaves are treated well, and in return they offer loyal service. Wives are discreet, faithful and fertile. He’s only broken the rules once in his life, when he married a girl who ‘wasn’t really one of us’.

You are such an innocent, Manlius. They’ve already thrown up a five-storey building on the site of your villa, to match the apartment blocks on either side. I don’t need an abacus to reckon up the profit that the developer made. As usual the new place has a handsome façade, and not much behind it. It’s built on air, held up by a few beams here and there and a random scattering of brick. It’ll fall down in a decade or two but until then it’ll hold dozens and dozens of juicy tenants. They’ll be squeezed until the profit gushes like blood. They’ll be crushed flat like bedbugs when the floors collapse, or burned alive when fire traps them on the top storey. That’s how we build in Rome these days.

Manlius’ little villa was planted in the earth, like an olive tree knotted into its soil, taking flavour and colour from it. No one had lived there for years, apart from the old slave. The fountains were dry, and there wasn’t a single flower growing in the courtyard.

‘We’ve got nowhere to go,’ I’d said to Manlius one day. ‘She can’t come to my place. I can’t go to hers. It’s driving me mad. Sometimes I think I’d rather not see her at all than carry on like this.’

Manlius had the villa opened and cleaned for us. The slave brought in bundles of bed linen, wine, a basket of cakes, a basket of figs, and then he was told to clear off for the day. Even ancient hobbling slaves can run fast enough to the market-place with a ripe piece of gossip. Manlius knew I wouldn’t want the janitor around when you arrived.

You weren’t quite as thrilled as I’d hoped when I told you about Manlius’ offer. You weren’t used to poky little villas in the wrong part of town. You stipulated that a separate room must be prepared for you to bathe, dress your hair and restore your make-up afterwards.

Afterwards! That’s my girl. Always so practical. You would never go back to your husband smelling of another man, with the carmine smudged on your cheeks and your hair in a rope down your back. No, you played your part in the game which had nothing to do with concealment and everything to do with appearing to have made the proper effort to conceal.

You didn’t come alone. With characteristic discretion, you brought Aemilia, not in the litter with you but scurrying along behind in full view. She was quite recognizable, Aemilia, with her strange eyes and loud laugh that went off like a fart at all the wrong moments. I think she laughed like that because she was afraid. She had plenty to be afraid of, didn’t she? Your husband finding out, for example, and whipping her flesh to ribbons for her complicity, or having her tortured to squeeze out the details of what you’d been up to.

– Or indeed your fury if she used the wrong colour eyeshadow on your lids.

But I think Aemilia was afraid of the whole set-up, where she had nothing to do but cower in the next room with her hands over her ears, waiting for us to be finished. She knew right from the start that none of it was a game. We were in earnest: deadly earnest, you might say. Up to our necks. You’d have to admit that much, wouldn’t you?

Manlius put a roof over our love. Aemilia connived, tittered, dropped things and made the place smell of fear. In fact, when I look back, the only one who wasn’t afraid and who behaved with perfect naturalness at all times was you.

That first time, I was pacing up and down the bedroom before you arrived. Yes, really pacing, like an actor in a bad play. It may be a cliché but it’s what your body makes you do when you’re wound up so tight with love and fear that you have to keep moving, up and down, up and down, because something in that rhythm stops the choking of your heart in your throat. I heard my own footsteps, but all the time I was listening for the heavy slap of your slaves’ feet.

At last they came. I heard the shuffle of their sandals as they steadied the poles of the litter to let you down. I imagined you stepping out quickly, wrapped in your cloak. You wouldn’t want anyone to see you as you flitted to the door.

I stood still in the bedroom and heard your footsteps. The tap and echo of your toes and heels on the stone. It’s bad luck for the bride’s feet to touch the threshold.

You’d already been a bride. I didn’t want to think of your wedding, of your husband waiting to lift you into his arms while the torches flared and the crowds shouted and sang, and children scattered to grab the nuts that were thrown to them. In a rush of air your husband had lifted you out of your old life and into the new. Your feet in their saffron-gold bride’s sandals never touched the threshold on your wedding night. Your husband is a man of tradition. He’d have made sure that everything went as it should.

Tap and echo, tap and echo. Your steps were quick and firm as you entered Manlius’ villa.

‘The bearers had a hell of a time finding it,’ you said, staring round with your eyebrows raised. ‘Aemilia couldn’t keep up; I hope she hasn’t got lost. What a hole.’

‘Aemilia?’

‘Yes, Aemilia,’ you said impatiently. ‘She’s a genius with hair, but she’s got no sense of direction.’

Your hair looked as if you’d reached up your hands and knotted it casually at the nape of your neck. Natural; perfect. Bunches of curls dropped from the knot. I hadn’t yet seen Aemilia’s fingers at work, making nature what it should be. Your hair shone. The shallow curve of your cheek was as perfect as a shell.

You burned so brightly in Manlius’ villa. I could barely look at you.

‘You don’t seem very pleased to see me,’ you said, unfastening the pin to take off your cloak. Before I could answer, Aemilia arrived, panting and apologizing. She’d had to run to keep up with the litter, but even so she’d lost sight of it and taken a wrong turning.

She dumped a big basket on the floor, and you frowned and said, ‘Carefully, Aemilia,’ in the way I would come to know well. Harsh, but intimate. Aemilia knew every crevice of your body. She knew everything you did.

Aemilia was sweaty and out of breath. She looked like a clod of earth, next to you. You let your cloak slip off your shoulders without even glancing behind you to see if she were there to catch it. She caught it, folded it and laid it over one arm while she picked up the basket in her free hand. She vanished into the little room that led off the bedroom.

I thought that the gods had infused your clothes with your own grace. Your cloak could not help falling into exquisite folds, even in Aemilia’s hands. You could not help being beautiful. The hours you spent with saffron, carmine, chalk and antimony had nothing to do with it.

You taught me all your arts in time. ‘This is the brush for eyeshadow, but foundation has to be blended in with the fingertips.’ I would lounge and watch you, not wanting to miss a grain of powder as it fell from the brush – and yet at the same time I was bored, bored, exquisitely bored, bored to death – yes, really aching all over with it –

True boredom is next door to desire. It stretches you out and makes you ache until you’ll do anything to stop the pain. That’s before you learn that the pain doesn’t ever stop, it only changes. I was alone with you and I was afraid to look at you.

The rooms had been sprinkled with fresh water and swept, but they still smelled of distant lives that weren’t being lived here any more. Before you arrived I thought of crazy things. Why hadn’t I sent for ice from the Alps to cool the Falernian? Why not cover the bed with rose petals? It was such an ordinary oak bed, and it creaked when I sat down. Get used to it, little bed, I thought, you’ll creak a lot more before we’re through with you. I’d arrived so much too early that I was almost sick with boredom and desire by the time you came.

I heard your footstep on the stone, bringing our own bad luck with you. Our bad luck that’s exactly like anyone else’s bad luck, but feels different because it belongs to you and me. I should have offered you fire and water, as a bridegroom does to a bride when she first comes to his house. The thought never crossed my mind. It wasn’t my house. You were not my bride, but the wife of another man. I was very literal-minded, for a poet. I had no idea that these facts could be changed, or that you and I might be equal to such a transformation.

When you came into the room the dry, dusty, used-up air of Manlius’ little locked-up villa changed utterly. You brought the smell of roses with you. I thought it was part of you, and I’d be able to lick it out of you when I licked the sweat from your skin.

Of course I soon knew better. You had to have attar of roses from Turkey, so expensive that even your husband’s eyes must have watered when he saw the bill.

‘I suppose it will have to do,’ you said, testing the bed with the flat of your hand.

You wanted me, and I wanted you. It was very simple then. Aemilia faded out and disappeared. You untied your girdle, whipped that sea-green silk tunic off your body and threw it on the floor like a rag. There was nothing ‘sexy’ about you and nothing timid. You weren’t wearing underwear. You couldn’t bear it that day, you said later. The silk of your tunic touching you here and there on your naked body was enough for you.

You wore your cloak to come to me, and no one else saw through that transparent tunic, made of silk from Kos. I liked to think of you sitting in the litter, wrapped up tightly, as anonymous as a parcel, with just your head poking up from the folds of the cloak like a bud from the brown earth. Or like the little girl you’d have been before I was even born, when you were eight years old and sitting by a brazier in the courtyard in winter.

Who knows what you were really like, even at eight? Who knows if you were innocent, even then. That is, if innocence can be lost by what is done to us, as well as by what we do ourselves. You were a child, and they say your brother came to your bed, for comfort at first. He was two years younger than you, but always big and strong for his age. ‘They say Pretty Boy Clodius was a grown man at eleven.’ There you sat, wrapped in one cloak with your brother, feeling your cheeks grow hotter and hotter. Pretty Boy and Pretty Girl.

Don’t let’s think of all that. Back to the day, the first day. My beautiful girl. That’s how I remember you, sitting up on the bed, naked, careless, showing me everything with a look that wasn’t even flaunting. It was more: ‘Here I am. This is what I’m like.’ You drank from your cup of wine and then you laughed. There were wine stains on your teeth.

I’ve called you a lot of things. Bright-shining goddess, tart and whore, ball-breaker, heavenly visitor. But on the happiest days you were just my girl.

After you’d left, wrapped up in your cloak again, I wandered around the villa in a daze. I kept stretching myself, pulling back my elbows like bird wings, flexing myself because I had to make sure I still had a body, after all that.

Amazement, disbelief, bliss – yes, of course I felt all those things. It was like waking up on one of those May mornings long before the heat sets in, when the shallow hills of our city are bathed in rosy, misty gold. Everything’s ahead, everything’s waiting, nothing is soured or used up yet. There haven’t even been any quarrels. The last wagons have rumbled out of the city after making their night-time deliveries, and day’s about to begin. The mother pulls her baby to her and smiles as its lips latch on to the nipple that’s bursting with milk.

You came to me, and of course you left me longing for you. One more touch, one more glance. A whole abacus of kisses, with the beads flying from side to side as we tried to count them. The smell of you after sex: salty and gamey. The hiss of silk as you dressed. Even as you walked to the door with Aemilia lugging that everlasting basket behind you, I was already begging for you again.

But not aloud, Clodia. I had some dignity then. Or perhaps it was just a pinch of good sense that was soon to dissolve in the tide of my hunger for you. Maybe I guessed even then how quickly your scorn could corrode what you’d once caressed.

I wandered out into the dry courtyard. The slave had swept it clean, but now, in one corner, there was a little heap of rubbish. I went over to it, saw it, and a ghost walked through my body, leaving a shudder in its passing. A torn loaf of bread lay on the shards of a broken pot. There were tattered poppies strewn over them. The quiet corner of the courtyard was set up like a tomb, with offerings left there for the dead.

Aemilia’s done this, I thought. Someone’s put her up to it. I bent over the offering. I wanted to kick it away, but I couldn’t touch it. The bread had been sopped in wine, and the smell of it was already staling. Flies buzzed thickly. The trapped air of the courtyard was stifling.

What motive could Aemilia have? Besides, a slave wouldn’t dare to challenge the gods with a mock funeral. Suddenly I was sure that this death offering had been left here for me. ‘You think you’re at the beginning, but you’re at the end. Your love is like the flesh of a dead man. Soon it’ll rot and stink.’

Now I believe that it was the slave janitor who left those offerings. Who knows what lay buried there, deep under that courtyard? A child of his, perhaps. A slave baby who had taken a breath of human air, sneezed, thought better of the fate it had been born to, and died.

We thought we’d come to an empty villa, a blank wax tablet on which we would write our own story. We were wrong.

I was wrong. I was the one with delusions. Imagine, Clodia, I thought your past didn’t matter. The heat of our passion had burned it off like mist. A good simile, but not, of course, the truth. You were thoroughly married, and you had your daughter, safely removed from Rome for a ‘good old-fashioned country upbringing’. You’d had the same good old-fashioned country upbringing, but with some unusual elements. Brothers and sisters growing up together, all so close. Too close in some cases, if rumour was right. And now the adult siblings were showing their claws in the big arena of Rome. Your favourite brother – Pretty Boy Clodius – had become one of the most ruthless political operators in the city, with his own private army of thugs to back up his ambitions and start a riot whenever he wanted one.

I knew all these things. Becoming Roman isn’t just a question of where you live, or whom you know, or what you do. It’s a state of mind. I believed that I was Roman now. I’d left the provinces and plunged into a life that kept on seducing me even when it no longer dazzled me. Gossip, poetry, bathhouses, sex with girls, sex with boys, theatre, music, who’s in, who’s out, epigrams, satires, new books, new clothes, old wine, new friends and even newer enemies. I was a long way from Verona, and swimming as strongly as anyone; or so I thought.

– Coming to the law courts this morning? Calvus is defending.

– Coming to Ipsitilla’s? She’s having a party tonight.

– Coming to dinner?

– Coming with us?

– Coming, Catullus?

Yes, I was very Roman. I went everywhere and knew everyone. I knew all about Clodia’s past, but I didn’t believe it could affect ‘us’. The calendar began afresh on the day we met.

I can’t get Manlius’ villa out of my head. Its clean proportions and sober history, a piece of old, plain, heroic Rome in our modern city of palatial villas and roaring, rickety tenements. It’s gone, as it had to go. That hive crammed with dozens of tenants has replaced it.

I walk past there sometimes. In my head I see the villa, more real than any ghost. But the tall building looms above me. The apartment tenants eat, drink, make love, scrabble enough together for a fat bet on their favourite chariot team, argue and die without the slightest idea that you were once there, on that same piece of earth, gracefully sweeping your silk tunic over your head in one movement and then kicking it aside as you walked towards me, naked, for the very first time.


Two

Noon. The white hour, when ghosts walk. May, the month when Rome’s heat is still just about bearable, although the stink from the slums of the Subura grows richer every day.

There’s water in the villa’s fountain now. Manlius has given orders and the sluices have been opened. The janitor has brought in pots of lavender and marigolds.

‘Since you’re coming here so often,’ said Manlius, with a grin that transformed his dark, sober features, ‘let’s get the place into shape.’

But ‘so often’ is only a couple of hours one day, then a blank for a week. Catullus and Clodia have never spent a night together. She may be reckless, but she’s busy, too. She has friends to meet, books to read, poetry to write, bets to lay, massages and hair treatments to be fitted in, visits to her dressmaker and her chiropodist, travels to plan, new dishes to consider. Their chef is a true artist for whom her husband paid a hundred thousand sesterces. All the running of her great household takes up time – let alone the managing of her great husband –

Clodia’s life is like her jewel box, opening to reveal a dozen separate ivory-lined compartments. When he said this, she flashed with anger.

‘And what about you? What about all those poetry evenings with your friends? You’re up half the night with Cornelius or Calvus, you drink until dawn, and then you spend whole days lounging around the Forum and the bathhouses. Wherever there’s a crowd, you’re the centre of it. And don’t think I don’t know about all those girlies you visit in the afternoons. If that’s pining for me, then you’re an excellent actor, my dear poet.’

Her anger dissolved, and she laughed as if his deceptions pleased her, but he was stunned. Was that how he seemed to her? No, she was the one who was acting. She preferred not to admit his passion, and how it coloured every hour of his life.

‘You have your life, and I have mine,’ Clodia continued, snapping shut her hinged silver mirror. ‘Everyone’s like that. We’re together now, so why think about what goes on when we’re apart? It only spoils things.’

‘Not spoiling things’ is one of Clodia’s unspoken laws. She likes to live in the present; she’s at home there.

‘We are not everyone,’ he said, with equal anger.

The fountain in the courtyard chinks water into its basin, over and over, until even the sound of coolness becomes part of heat’s monotony. She has been with him for an hour. They lie together, wiped out, sealed to each other by sweat. He looks at her profile, a few inches from his eyes, but far away. Her eyes are half shut. He can see the shine of them, but not what she’s looking at. Nothing, maybe. Maybe she is thinking of nothing.

It’s too hot to speak or write or move. The bedroom is airless. Even her sparrow is still, in the corner of its cage. Clodia has got into the habit of bringing her sparrow to the villa. She carries its cage on her lap in the litter, and covers it with a cloth so that the bird doesn’t cheep.

It’s too hot to speak or write or move, but with sudden decision she gets up, swings her legs over the side of the bed and walks away naked through the thick warm air as if she’s wading through the sea.

Aemilia will have heated water to bathe her mistress. She’s set up the little room next door like a boudoir. She’ll be ready to stand behind Clodia, dressing her hair as she sits in the basketwork chair Manlius has produced from somewhere or other. And now for the make-up. It’s Aemilia’s job to return Clodia’s bruised, swollen lips to an even carmine, to smooth on foundation paste and massage it into her face, to wipe away the smudged cosmetics and replace them with subtle grey eyeshadow and kohl to create Clodia’s famous ‘Hera’ eyes.

He prefers her without make-up. When he says this, she laughs. That’s rubbish. The woman he fell in love with is the woman whom Aemilia helps to create. I’d be a poor draft of myself without my make-up. You’d want to rewrite me.

But he loves her naked face. It’s true though, that when women haven’t got their make-up on they’ll look sideways, or down, as if to hide themselves. They’re like soldiers, he thinks, building fortifications of mascara and kohl to defend the cities of themselves. He smiles. The sparrow is still watching him. Sometimes, disconcertingly, Catullus will glance up over Clodia’s body when they are making love, and catch the sparrow’s eye. Its keen darkness might mean nothing. A sparrow cannot think. It can only hop and chirp and take crumbs of cake off its mistress’s palm.

The sparrow is watching him with suspicion now, as if it knows what he’s capable of. After all, he’s only just finished groaning, thrashing and shuddering over the body of its mistress.

Sometimes she’s on top of him, fluid as a fish, her teeth bared. Sometimes she dives and clutches the bed linen as he straddles her and then her muffled, raucous cries make the sparrow hop nervously from one end of its perch to the other.

There’s not far to hop. The perch is narrow and the cage ungenerous. It doesn’t matter, because Clodia is always taking her sparrow out to play. She’s so familiar with the catch of the cage that she undoes it without looking, opens the little door and puts her hand inside. The sparrow hops on to her wrist and fastens his claws delicately on to the bone at the base of her thumb. He chirrups as she draws him out of the cage, transfers him from her wrist to the palm of her hand and brings him up to her face.

She brushes his body against her cheek. His wings are folded tight. He never attempts to open them, not at this moment. His body is slim and she passes him over the smooth warm flesh of her cheek in the direction of his flight feathers, so nothing ruffles. His beak touches the contour of her lips. His taut, sharp little beak, still closed, like his wings. It outlines her lips, pressing a little. She laughs. When she laughs it’s the signal. He nips the cushiony fullness of her lips, quite gently.

After a while she takes him away and holds him at arm’s length, her hand curved now, holding him inside her palm so that his body throbs there, hidden. Only the dark bubbles of his eyes show, and his closed beak. She laughs in her throat, and squeezes very gently, so that the sparrow feels the pressure of her hand. He doesn’t struggle.

Catullus loves to watch Clodia with her sparrow. She’s gentle, warm. She can hide those qualities, as she hides the sparrow in her hand, but they’re there. He believes in the real Clodia, revealed in tenderness. Or at least, he tells himself that he does…

But sometimes there’s something disconcerting about Clodia and the sparrow. His naked, eager girl, and the little bird. The way she moves the sparrow’s beak over her lips.

‘He’s my true friend,’ she says. ‘I believe every word he says. How many friends can you say that of?’ And she laughs.

The sparrow is probably laughing too. The man flings himself on to his back and lies with his head pillowed on his folded arms.

Sometimes, if you take up a position of relaxation, you trick yourself into believing that you are relaxed. He plays the part of a man at his ease, enjoying a siesta after sex, on a day when the heat is so intense that it’s almost frightening. The streets will be empty. Dogs will lie in slices of shade as thin as crescent moons. No man of sense would do anything but lie on his bed, on his back, pillowing his arms, to dream and listen to the fountain.

What a lie it all is. He’s listening out for her, of course, trying to catch the tiniest laugh or chink of a glass bottle-stopper. She’s disappeared into her inner sanctum, and he can’t follow her there because he knows exactly the cold, hard, slightly scornful stare that will greet him if he does. Aemilia will be wiping Clodia’s temples with alcohol, or reducing the flush on her cheeks. Both women will be rapt, intent on their rites.

He knows exactly what goes on between them, because of course he’s watched through the doorway when Clodia’s left the door ajar. Only a few weeks ago she was still happy to let him watch, or even mess about with the precious little jars and bottles and their stoppers. But then she said that Aemilia couldn’t concentrate if he was there.

‘You’re putting her off, my dear poet. You have no idea how alarming you are when you stare like that. It’s worse than a cat watching a bird.’

Clodia still left the door open the next few times. He watched as if he were watching a play not from the auditorium but from a space of invisibility right on the stage, close enough to touch the actors. He watched as if he were to be cross-questioned in court on the techniques of make-up. He watched the way Aemilia dipped a tiny brush into grey powder, brushed a line above the lid and smudged it carefully with a minute sponge-tipped applicator, while Clodia lowered her eyes and kept perfectly still. He watched while Aemilia massaged her mistress’s gums with a special paste made of orris, mint and salt, and while Clodia rinsed her mouth and spat into the bronze basin.

But why not watch a woman, when you’ve only just finished anointing every crevice of her body with sweat, saliva and semen? What is left to be secret? Nevertheless, Aemilia closes the door on him now, with a prudish, triumphant look. It has to be on Clodia’s orders.

Aemilia pours perfume slowly, with a care that would seem exaggerated if you didn’t know the price of attar of roses, or the quick flare of Clodia’s temper. Clodia raises her hands and rubs the perfume into the loose, glossy thickness of her hair. But she only rubs it a little this time, perfunctorily, and then she gets bored and gestures to Aemilia to finish the job. Aemilia flushes with pleasure. She loves perfuming her mistress’s hair, and Clodia, from spite or contrariness, rarely allows it.

With her strong fingers Aemilia massages Clodia’s scalp, parting the hair and dividing it into sections so that every lock can be dealt with in order, in time. She massages first with her fingers, and then more strongly, with the heel of her palms. Finally, with butterfly fingertips, she strokes Clodia’s temples. Who would have thought Aemilia’s touch could be so delicate?

The room fills with the smell of Clodia’s hair, warm and damp after sex. Clodia’s eyes are shut. After she has massaged her mistress’s head for about a quarter of an hour, Aemilia takes an ivory comb and begins to comb, spreading the strands out across the air and then letting them fall against Clodia’s bare shoulders. When she finds a knot she teases it out gently, watching Clodia’s shoulders for the signs of tension that mean she is about to lash out with a sharp, stinging slap.

But today, there is no slap. He’d hear it if there were, even through the door. Clodia is no weakling, and has no inhibition to make her pull her punches. She’s like one of those pets or children of whom their carers say fondly that ‘she doesn’t know her own strength’. Those on the receiving end of the bite or the slap are quick to know it. Aemilia’s tactic is to burst into noisy tears and throw herself on the ground, sobbing, until Clodia says, ‘Here, Aemilia,’ and pops a square of quince paste into her slave’s mouth. It’s a game, and they both know it’s a game. After such a storm, Clodia will allow her body slave to perfume and massage her pubic hair.

‘One of these days you’ll kill me, you will,’ moans Aemilia. ‘You don’t know your own strength, my lady.’ He wonders if she’s right. Could his girl be capable of killing, and if she did kill, what expression would cross her face? He used to think that he knew all Clodia’s expressions, but now he’s not so sure.

Sparrow, sparrow. Beautiful little sparrow, dear little sparrow that my girl loves more than her two eyes. A shocking poem has been doing the rounds, which hints that his girl uses her sparrow to do more than caress her cheeks or her lips. After all, it’s completely tame. Clodia believes he wrote the poem. She has faith in his malice.

He rolls on to his side, in the ruck of sweaty bed linen, and stares at the bird. So smug in its cage, so sure that it’s wanted, treasured, possessed. Hop up and down, then, little bird, and believe whatever you want to believe. You can even believe your mistress is kind if you want.

Kind? She wouldn’t recognize the word if it came out of her own mouth. She’d kick it out of the way, as one kicks a broken twig off a raked gravel path.

That bitch Aemilia is still with her. A pity the door is so thick, too thick for him to listen to them giggling, whispering, moaning to each other. That shut door is a piece of business he can’t fail to understand. It says: You think I need you, but I don’t need you. I can climb straight off your prick back into my own world where what matters most is whether the perfume that my steward ordered from Turkey is of the same quality as last year’s from Syria. And my world is where I love my sparrow as much as I love you. Or more. A thousand kisses, and then a hundred more. Kiss kiss kiss kissy-kiss kiss kiss until the mind gets tired of counting.

But a man has to count every one of your kisses, Clodia, when they are given to someone else.

Yes, you may well look at me like that, little sparrow. Your mistress will be back soon. Even she won’t be able to drag out the ritual much longer – the slaps and the tears and the crushing scent of cosmetics, and the reek of Aemilia’s sweat because she never washes her armpits properly no matter how sharply you order her to do so. And perhaps she knows that you like it really, don’t you, Clodia, that rankness of Aemilia’s? You told me so once, when we were lying so close together I thought we were one body, one blood. You didn’t even seem to me like a woman any more. I held you as I would have held my son, handed to me washed and wrapped after birth. Yes, it’s comic, isn’t it?

I held you like that. You were so fragile, warm, tender, coupled to me by the sweat of sex as if you’d been joined to me by the blood of birth. I have never loved anyone as purely as I loved you then. Even your thoughts seemed as breakable as eggs, to be cupped in my two hands and cherished. Suddenly you stirred a little, and opened your lips. I even drew you closer, my Clodia, so I could taste your words as they formed like miracles out of breath and spit and whatever else it is that words are made from.

‘You know, that smell of Aemilia’s armpits,’ you murmured, ‘it’s sexy, isn’t it, in spite of the goatiness? Really, it’s quite a turn-on…’

And then you lapsed back into those thoughts I’d been cherishing, no doubt with a foolish smile on my face. A smile like that is a sign of weakness, and it has to be punished.

The sun went in, Clodia. It’s always like that with you, isn’t it? A beautiful morning, a stretch of mist over the rosy countryside – and then the gods wake up belching and farting and there’s a rain of hailstones like dirty eggs. Harvest’s ruined. Everybody runs for shelter, cursing.

He rolls on to his back again, and stares up at the ceiling. The best thing to do would be to get up, manage a calm, affectionate parting and go off to the Baths to sweat it all out of him. Meet friends, catch up on the gossip, get asked to dinner somewhere, drink too much, finish off the night in a blur where anything might happen and it doesn’t really matter if nothing does. Go and see another woman, Cynthia maybe, or Ipsitilla. The task is to be happy without Clodia. And if that’s not possible, he can at least seem happy without her, just for one evening. He managed it for years and years before he knew she existed. It would be nice to see Ipsitilla… she has such a beautiful laugh, warm and dirty…

The door opens. Sometimes he’s sure Clodia can hear his thoughts. Just as the rope that holds him begins to slacken, she pulls it tight again.

‘Let’s go to Baiae,’ she says, smiling at him from the doorway.

‘Baiae?’ he repeats stupidly.

‘It’s time to get out of Rome. The heat is worse than ever this year. Everybody will be gone by the middle of next week. I want to have at least six weeks in Baiae before we go to the hills.’

‘Everybody? Even your husband?’ he asks unforgivingly. ‘Is he going to Baiae, too?’

‘Of course he isn’t going,’ she replies coolly. ‘He always makes a tour of the estates in late May and June. Besides, can you imagine him in Baiae? There’s so much to disapprove of, he wouldn’t know where to look first.’

‘But you would.’

‘I would look at you,’ she says. She crosses the room to him, kneels at the side of the bed and kisses him gently on the forehead. It’s impossible to believe that her soft, wide gaze could ever harden. ‘Let’s. Do let’s. Come to Baiae. We’ll have such fun. Of course we’ll have to be sensible – but you know how much more relaxed things are down there. I’m going to take a course of thermal treatments.’

‘Thermal treatments?’

‘Rheumatism in my shoulder,’ she explains. ‘It’s been troubling me more and more since about – when was it? – last September?’

‘Yes, last September,’ he murmurs.

‘I haven’t been sleeping properly. And I’ve lost weight – look. Every night I dream and I toss back and forth, back and forth – and sometimes I cry out –’

‘And so your husband sends you to Baiae.’

‘I send myself,’ she says. ‘I’ve given myself a thorough examination and considered all my symptoms.’

‘Which are?’

‘Feel my pulse. No, not there, there. Can’t you feel how fast it’s beating? That’s a sign of fever. And my lips have never been so dry. I’m thirsty all the time. I want something and I don’t know what it is.’

‘Don’t you?’

Her eyes narrow. Her softness vanishes. ‘You think it’s you. You think you’ve caught me, don’t you?’

‘We’ve caught each other. Why can’t you admit it?’

She laughs, not very pleasantly. ‘You think you can put me into a cage, like my sparrow, and I’ll hop about until you come along with a bit of cake and let me sing for it? But even my sparrow is wiser than you think. He tells me things that no one else knows. Sometimes I think I love him more than anything else on earth.’

He sits up with a jerk and turns his back on her. ‘I’ve got to go.’

‘Why does every little thing make you angry? It doesn’t hurt you if I love my sparrow.’

‘You go too far, Clodia. You know what you said. I’m not one of your pretty boys who’ll swallow anything.’

‘I assure you, my friend, any swallowing that takes place isn’t done by them.’

‘You bitch.’

‘That’s not what you said two days ago. “A thousand kisses, and then a hundred more, and then another thousand…” Wasn’t that it?’ With a swift, sudden movement she climbs on to the bed, curls around him and puts her arms around his neck. ‘Why are we arguing?’ she murmurs. ‘Why not just come to Baiae? I’m a good doctor – I can prescribe for you as well as for myself. Let me see…’ She unclasps him and takes his face between her hands. ‘You’re pale, and you’ve got shadows under your eyes. Do you remember the first time you saw me, at our dinner? You were so handsome. Your skin looked golden. Every time I moved I felt your eyes on me. And you were so funny – you made me laugh so much –’

It floods back to him. The table was loaded with lobster, mullet, a whole sucking pig. He ate almost nothing. He thought he’d been struck dumb by her, but no, he’d made her laugh. He’d felt raised up and full of power. Words would do whatever he wanted. He could weave them into spells which would bind her.

Her husband had eaten some plain dish of roast meat. The elaborate feast was for his guests. A man of the old school, with hard, trained appetites, that was Metellus Celer.

‘Everybody wanted to talk to you,’ Clodia continues. ‘You were twice as alive as anyone else at the table, as if you had a secret no one else knew. Even my husband thought it was quite a coup, getting you to recite after dinner. “The most brilliant of our young poets” – he said that afterwards. “People who claim there’s nothing in this ‘new poetry’ are not using their ears.”’

‘Did he really say that?’

‘He’d have been repeating what someone else had told him. You brought lustre to our table, my dear poet, and my husband is a man who can respect something for which he has no personal feeling or even liking. But now look at you. You’re pale. You aren’t well. I prescribe… now let me see… yes, the perfect medicine for you is a course of treatment at the Baiae thermal baths. And you must drink the waters. The air’s so good down there, you’ll soon turn golden again.

‘Listen. You can’t imagine how beautiful it is in the evenings. when it’s not quite dark, but the first stars are coming out. The frogs croak and the crickets chirp under the myrtles. You point at one star, and then another, and suddenly there are so many you can’t count them, and before you know what’s happened the moon has risen too. And then – this is the best part – you wander along the shore until all the villas are behind you, and you’ve got rid of all the heavy-breathing old senators who think that because they’re lumbering around like elephants in short tunics every woman in Baiae is longing to see what they’ve got underneath.

‘You find a little beach, and slip off your clothes, and walk into the water. Water feels quite different at night, did you know that? But of course you must have a friend with you, because it’s dangerous to bathe alone. And your friend walks into the water too, and you reach out your arms and find him.’

‘Yes,’ he murmurs, and reaches up, and pulls her down to him.

‘Hold me like that,’ she says. ‘Just like that.’
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