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One


Chapter 1

I have come to stay in Amalfi. I can’t face going back to Britain – not yet – and to be here is a great relief after the swarming strangeness I encountered in Rome.

I’ve taken a room in a house on the Piazza Spirito Santo. There is a small bar downstairs, where I sit in the shade of vine leaves and drink Coca Light, or sometimes the local lemon liqueur, which tastes like the sherbet-lemon boiled sweets I used to buy as a kid in Manchester, ground up and mixed with vodka. The crusty old barman doesn’t have a word of English. It’s hard to tell his age. The flower bowls on the outdoor tables are filled with little bundles of twigs which look suspiciously like fasces to me, but I’m too polite to ask.

Amalfi is a small town nestling in a valley on the Sorrento Peninsula. This is a coast of limestone cliffs, into which the towns have been carved, like sea-bird nesting grounds. People have adapted to living on a vertical surface: there are public staircases you can follow all the way to the next town. Nothing in Italy is new – Amalfi was a maritime power in the Middle Ages – but that sense of immense age, so oppressive in Rome, is absent here. And yet much of what shaped the horror in Rome is here, all around me.

The narrow cobbled streets are always crowded with traffic, with cars and buses, lorries and darting scooters. Italians don’t drive as northern Europeans do. They just go for it: they swarm, as Peter McLachlan would have said, a mass of individuals relying on the unwritten rules of the mob to get them through.

And then there are the people. Just opposite my bar there is a school. When the kids are let out in the middle of the day – well, again, they swarm; there’s really no other word for it. They erupt into the piazza in their bright blue smock-like uniforms, all yelling at the tops of their voices. But it’s soon over. Like water draining from a sieve, they disperse to their homes or to the cafés and bars, and the noise fades.

And, of course, there is family. You can’t get away from that in Italy.

Amalfi used to be a centre for making rag paper, a technique they learned from the Arabs. Once there were sixty mills here. That number has dwindled to one, but that one still supplies the Vatican, so that every Papal pronouncement can be recorded for ever on acid-free rag paper, now made fine enough for a computer printer to take. And that surviving Amalfi mill has been operated without a break by the same family for nine hundred years.

The swarming crowds, the thoughtless order of the mob, the cold grasp of ancient families: even here I see visions of the Coalescents everywhere I look.

And I see again that extraordinary crater, collapsed in the middle of the Via Cristoforo Colombo, with the plume of grey-black tufa dust still hanging in the air above it. Workers from the offices and shops, clutching mobile phones and coffees and cigarettes, peered into the hole that had suddenly opened up in their world. And the drones simply poured out of the crater, in baffling numbers, in hundreds, thousands. Obscured by the dust, they looked identical. Even now there was a kind of order to them – but nobody led. The women at the fringe would press forward a few paces, blinking at the staring office workers around them, and then turn and disappear back into the mass, to be replaced by others, who pushed forward in turn. When it reached the edge of the road the flowing mob broke up, forming ropes and tendrils and lines of people that washed forward, breaking and recombining, probing into doorways and alleyways, swarming, exploring. In the dusty light they seemed to blur together into a single rippling mass, and even in the bright air of the Roman afternoon they gave off a musky, fetid odour.

I suppose I’m trying to compensate. I spend a lot of my time alone, in my room, or walking in the hills that loom over the towns. But a part of me still longs, above everything else, to go back, to immerse myself once more in the Coalescents’ warm tactile orderliness. It is an unfulfilled longing that, I suspect, will stay with me until I die.

How strange that my quest to find my own family would lead me to such mysteries, and would begin and end in death.


Chapter 2

It began at a strange time for everybody, in fact. The news had just emerged about the Kuiper Anomaly, the strange new light beyond the sky. London is the place to be when a story like that breaks, the kind of massive, life-changing news that you want to share with your friends, at the office water-coolers or in the pubs and coffee bars, and chew over the latest wrinkles.

But I had to go home, to Manchester. It was duty. I had lost my father. I was forty-five.

My father’s house, the family home where I had grown up, was one of a short street of identical suburban properties: a neat little semi-detached, with scraps of lawn at front and back. Standing in the drive on a dazzling bright September morning, I tried to keep control of my emotions, tried to think like a stranger.

When they were built in the fifties, not long before my birth, these little houses must have seemed desirable compared to the back-to-back terraces of the inner city, and a hell of a lot better than the tower blocks that would follow in a few years’ time. But now, in the first decade of the new century, the brickwork looked hasty and cheap, the little flower beds were subsiding, and some of the exterior work, like the plaster-covered breeze blocks that lined the driveways, was crumbling. Not much of the street’s original character remained. There were plastic-framed double-glazed windows, rebuilt roofs and chimney stacks, flat-roofed bedrooms built over the garages, even a couple of small conservatories tacked on the front of the houses opposite my father’s, to catch the southern light. After nearly fifty years the houses had mutated, evolved, become divergent.

The people had changed too. Once this had been a street of young families, with us kids playing elaborate games that paused only when the occasional car came sweeping in off the main road. One car to a household then, Morris Minors, Triumphs and Zephyrs that fit neatly into the small garages. Now there were cars everywhere, cluttering every drive and double-parked along the pavement. Some of the small gardens had been dug out and paved over, I saw, to make even more room for the cars. There wasn’t a kid to be seen, only cars.

But my home, my old home, was different from the rest.

Our house still had the original wooden concertina-style garage doors, and the small wooden-framed windows, including the bay at the front of the house where I used to sit and read my comics. But I could see how the woodwork was chipped and cracked, perhaps even rotten. There had once been an ivy, an extravagant green scribble over the front of the house. The ivy was long gone, but I could see the scars on the brickwork where it had clung, palely weathered. Just as when my mother had been alive – she’d gone ten years earlier – my father would only do the most basic renovation. He worked most of his life for the building trade, and he said he had enough of building and decorating during the week.

One of the few nods to modernity I could spot was the silver box of a burglar alarm stuck prominently on the front wall. Dad’s last burglary had been a few years back. It had taken him days to notice it, before he had discovered the neatly broken lock on the garage door, and the smashed window in the car he rarely used, and the neatly coiled turd on the floor. Kids, the police had said. Panic reactions. My father had been defiant, but he had been troubled by the draining of his own strength, and his inability to fight back as he always had before against the cruel selfishness of others. I had paid for the alarm and arranged for it to be installed. But, I’m ashamed to say, this was the first day I’d actually seen it in place.

Alarm or not, a single window pane in the front door gaped, broken and unrepaired.

‘George Poole. It is George, isn’t it?’

I turned, startled. The man standing before me was bulky, balding. He wore clothes that were vaguely out of joint, perhaps too young for him – bright yellow T-shirt, jeans, training shoes, a chunky-looking mobile stuck in a chest pocket. Despite his bear-like size you instantly got an impression of shyness, for his shoulders were hunched as if to mask his height, and his hands, folded together in front of his belly, plucked at each other.

And, despite the greying hair, high forehead and thickened neck and jaw, I recognised him straight away.

‘Peter?’

His name was Peter McLachlan. We had been in the same year at school, for most of our careers in the same classes. At school he was always Peter, never Pete or Petie, and I guessed he was the same now.

He stuck out his hand. His grip was tentative, his palm cold and moist. ‘I saw you drive up. I bet you’re surprised to find me standing here.’

‘Not really. My father used to mention you.’

‘Nice duffel coat,’ he said.

‘What? . . . Oh, yeah.’

‘Takes me back to school days. Didn’t know you could buy them any more.’

‘I’ve a special supplier. Caters for the style-challenged.’ It was true.

We stood there awkwardly for a moment. I always did feel awkward with Peter, for he was one of those people who could never relax in company. And there was something different about his face, which took me a couple of seconds to cue in: he wasn’t wearing the thick glasses that had always been inflicted on him as a kid in the seventies. I couldn’t see the tell-tale eye-widening of contacts; maybe he’d had laser surgery.

‘I’m sorry about breaking your window,’ he said now.

‘That was you?’

‘It was the night he died. Your father didn’t come to the door when I brought him his evening paper. I thought it was best to check . . .’

‘You found him? I didn’t know.’

‘I would have had to go into the house to fix the window, and I thought I shouldn’t until you – you know.’

‘Yes.’ Moved by his thoughtfulness and vaguely guilty none of us had thought to invite him to the funeral, I gently slapped his shoulder. I could feel muscles under his sleeve.

But he flinched. He said, ‘I’m sorry about your father.’

‘I’m sorry you had to find him.’ I knew I had to say more. ‘And thanks for checking on him.’

‘Didn’t do him much good, I’m afraid.’

‘But you tried. He told me how you used to look out for him. Mow the lawn—’

‘It wasn’t any trouble. After all I got to know him when we were kids.’

‘Yes.’

‘You haven’t been in there yet, have you?’

‘You know I haven’t if you saw me park,’ I said a bit sharply.

‘Do you want me to come in with you?’

‘I don’t want to trouble you any more. I should do this.’

‘It’s no trouble. But I don’t want to impose . . .’

We were circling around the issue, still awkward. In the end, of course, I accepted the offer.

We walked up the drive. Even the tarmac was rotten, I noted vaguely; it crackled softly under my weight. I produced a key, sent me by the hospital that had notified me of the death. I slid it into the Yale lock, and pushed the door open.

There was a noisy bleeping. Peter reached past me to punch a code into a control box set in an open cupboard in the porch. ‘He gave me the code,’ he said. ‘The burglar alarm. In case of false alarms, you know. That’s how I was able to turn it off, when I broke the window to get in. In case you were wondering how . . . I was a key holder. But he had a deadlock and a chain, which was why I had to break the window—’

‘It’s OK, Peter,’ I said, a little impatient. Shut up. He never had known when to do that.

He subsided.

I took a breath and stepped into the house.

Here it all was, my childhood home, just as it had always been.

In the hall, a hat stand laden with musty coats, a telephone table with a seventies-era handset and a heap of scribbled names, numbers and notes piled up in a cardboard box, notes in Dad’s handwriting. In an alcove Dad had carved out of the wall, a small, delicate statue of the Virgin Mary. Downstairs, the dining room with the scarred old table, the small kitchen with greasy-looking cooker and Formica-topped table, the lounge with bookshelves, battered sofa and armchairs, and a surprisingly new TV system, complete with VCR and DVD. The narrow staircase – exactly fifteen stairs, just as I’d counted as a child – up to the landing, where there was a bathroom, the master bedroom and three small rooms, and the little hatchway to the loft. The wallpaper was plain, but it didn’t look as shabby as I’d expected, or feared. So Dad must have decorated since I’d last visited, five or six years ago – or had it done, perhaps by Peter, who stood on the doormat behind me, a great lumpen presence. I didn’t want to ask him.

It all felt small, so damn small. I had a fantasy that I was a giant like Gulliver, trapped in the house, with my arms stuck in the lounge and kitchen, my legs pinned in the bedrooms.

Peter was looking at the Virgin. ‘Still a Catholic household. Father Moore would be proud.’ The parish priest, kindly but formidable, when we were both kids; he had given us our First Communions. ‘Do you practise?’

I shrugged. ‘I’d go to Mass at Christmas and Easter with my dad, if we were together. Otherwise I guess you’d call me lapsed. You?’

He just laughed. ‘Since we know so little about the universe, religion seems a bit silly. I miss the ritual, though. It was comforting. And the community.’

‘Yes, the community.’ Peter was from Irish Catholic stock, my mother’s family Italian-American. Both clichés, in our way, I thought. I stared up at Mary’s plaster face, frozen in an expression of pained kindness. ‘I suppose I was used to all this stuff as a kid. Faces staring down at me from the wall. Seems vaguely oppressive now.’

Peter was studying me. ‘Are you OK? How do you feel?’

Irritation flared. ‘Fine,’ I snapped.

He flinched, and pressed his forefinger to the space between his eyes, and I realised he was straightening nonexistent glasses.

I was suddenly ashamed. ‘Peter, I’m sorry.’

‘Don’t be. I’m not here to make you feel sorry. This is your time.’ He spread his big hands. ‘Everything you do now, you’re going to remember for the rest of your life.’

‘Christ, you’re right,’ I said, dismayed.

I walked the few paces to the kitchen door, which was open. There was a musty smell. A cup, saucer and plate sat with bits of cutlery on the table. The plate was covered with cold grease and dried flecks of what looked like bacon. There was a little puddle of liquid in the bottom of the cup, on which green bacterial colonies floated; I recoiled.

‘I found him in the hall,’ Peter said.

‘I heard.’ Dad had suffered a series of massive strokes. I picked up the cup, saucer and plate and carried them to the sink.

‘I don’t think the fall itself hurt him. He looked peaceful. He was lying just there.’ He pointed to the hall. ‘I used his phone to call the hospital. I didn’t go into the rest of the house. Not even to clean up.’

‘That was thoughtful,’ I murmured.

I looked out of the kitchen window at the small back garden. The grass needed cutting, I noted absently, and the pale spires of ant colonies towered amid the green. In one corner of the garden were the azaleas, my father’s pride and joy, cherished for years – Christ, decades.

I looked down at the sink. Clean dishes, looking dusty, were racked up, and there was a stink of staleness from the drain. I turned on the taps and tipped the mould out of the cup into the drainer. The cold tea poured away, and green bacterial spots slid silently, but there was still plenty of scum clinging to the cup. I looked for washing-up liquid, but couldn’t see any, even in the small, crammed cupboard under the sink. I pulled the cup out of the water again and looked into it, feeling foolish, futile, ensnared.

Peter was standing in the kitchen door. ‘I’ll bring over some Fairy Liquid if you like.’

‘Fuck it,’ I snarled. I stepped on the pedal of the bin in the cupboard and threw in the dirty cup. But the bin was half-full and stank too, of what might have been rotten fruit. I got to my knees and began to root in the cupboard, pulling aside cardboard boxes and yellowed plastic bags.

‘What are you looking for?’

‘Bin liners. The whole damn place is a mess.’ Everything seemed old, even the cans and plastic dispensers of cleaning stuff in the cupboard, old and dirty and crusted and half used up but never thrown out. My searching was getting more violent; I was scattering stuff around the floor.

‘Take it easy,’ Peter said. ‘Give yourself a minute.’

He was right, of course. I forced myself to back up.

He had left this, my father had, this little set of dirty dishes. He’d never come back to finish the tea. He’d just stopped, his life cutting off at that moment like a film breaking. Now I had to tidy this stuff away, a chore I used to loathe as a kid: he never would clear up after himself. But when it was done there would be no more, no more dirty cups and greasy crockery, not ever. And as I worked my way through the house, room by room, I would be fixing messes that he would never make again.

I said, ‘It’s as if he’s dying, a little bit more. Just by me doing this.’

‘You had a sister. She was older than us, wasn’t she?’

‘Gina, yes. She came over for the funeral. But she went back to America. We’re going to sell the house; we share it fifty-fifty, according to Dad’s will—’

‘America?’

‘Florida.’ My maternal grandfather had been a GI, an Italian American, stationed briefly in Liverpool during the War. My mother was a war baby, conceived during that stay. After the war the GI had not fulfilled his promise to come back to England. I told Peter all this. ‘But there was a happy ending,’ I said. ‘My grandfather got back in touch sometime in the fifties.’

‘Guilt?’

‘I suppose. He was never a true father. But he sent money over, and took Mum and Gina to the States a few times, when Gina was small. Then we inherited some property in Florida, left to my mother by a cousin she’d met there. Gina went to work over there, eventually took the house, raised a family. She works in PR. I’m sorry, it’s a complicated story—’

‘Family stories are like that.’

‘Episodic. No neat narrative structure.’

‘That makes you uncomfortable.’

It was a perceptive remark I wouldn’t have expected from the Peter I’d known. ‘I suppose it does. It’s all a kind of a tangle. Like a spider’s web. I felt as if I got myself out of it, by building a life in London. Now I have to get tangled up again.’ And I resented it, I realised, even as I tried to finish these few last chores for my father.

Peter asked, ‘Do you have kids of your own?’

I shook my head. It occurred to me I hadn’t asked Peter a single question about himself, his life since school, his circumstances now. ‘How about you?’

‘I never married,’ he said simply. ‘I was a policeman – did you know that?’

I grinned; I couldn’t help it. Peter the school dork, a copper?

Evidently he was used to the reaction. ‘I did well. Became a detective constable. I retired early.’

‘Why?’

He shrugged. ‘Other things to do.’ I would find out later what those ‘other things’ were. ‘Look, let me help. Go see to the rest of the house. I’ll sort this out. I can fill a bin liner for you.’

‘You don’t have to.’

‘It’s OK. I’d like to do it for Jack. If I find anything personal I’ll just leave it.’

‘You’re very thoughtful.’

He shrugged. ‘You’d do the same for me.’

I wasn’t sure if that was remotely true, and I felt another layer of guilt pile up on already complicated strata. But I didn’t say any more.

I started upstairs. Behind me I heard a dim bleeping, the baby-bird sound of Peter’s mobile calling for attention.

My father’s bedroom.

The bed was unmade, the sheets crumpled, a dent in the pillow where his head had lain. There was a waist-high basket nearly full of dirty clothes. On the small bedside cupboard, where an electric lamp was alight, a paperback book lay face down. It was a biography of Churchill. It was as if my father had left it a moment ago, but that moment had somehow been frozen, and was now receding relentlessly into the past, a fading still image on a broken video.

I turned off the lamp, closed the book. I poked about the room listlessly, unsure what to do.

The dressing table before the window had always been my mother’s domain. Even now the rows of family photographs – my graduation, smiling American grandkids – looked just as when I’d last seen them, perhaps as she’d left them. The dust was thicker behind the photographs, as if Dad had barely touched this corner since she’d gone. There was some mail scattered on the surface, a few bills, a postcard from Rome.

Cancer had taken my mother. She had always been a young mother, just nineteen when I was born. She still seemed young when she died, right to the end of her life.

On his last night my father had emptied his pockets here, never to fill them again. I threw a grimy handkerchief into the laundry bag. I found a little change and some notes, which I absently pocketed – the coins felt heavy and cold through the fabric of my pocket – and his wallet, slim and containing a single credit card, which I also took.

The dresser had two small drawers. In one was a bundle of mail in opened envelopes, from my sister, my mother, my younger self. I pushed the letters back into the drawer, a task for later. In the other drawer were a few cheque-book stubs, a couple of bank account pass books, and bank statements and credit card bills, held neatly together with treasury tags. I swept all this stuff up and crammed it into my jacket pocket. I knew I was being a coward in my priorities: closing down his financial affairs was something I could do on remote control, easily, without leaving my comfort zone.

Suits hung in the wardrobe. I riffled through them, evoking a smell of dust and camphor. They were cut to Dad’s barrel-shaped frame and would never have fit me, even if they hadn’t been old, worn at cuffs and shoulders, and indefinably old-mannish in their style. He had always folded his shirts and set them one on top of another in the shallow drawers of the wardrobe, and there they were now. Shoes, of patent leather and suede, lay jumbled up on top of each other in the bottom of the wardrobe: he had been wearing his slippers when they took him to the hospital. There were more drawers full of underwear, sweaters, ties, tie-pins and cufflinks, even a few elasticated sleeve bands.

I explored all this, touching it hesitantly. There was little I would want to keep: a few cuff-links, maybe, something I would associate with him. I knew I should sweep up all this stuff, cram it into big bags and take it to an Oxfam shop. But not today, not today.

Gina had already said she didn’t want any of this old stuff. I resented her not being here, for running back to the Miami Beach sun and leaving me to this shit. But she always had kept herself out of the family fray. Peter McLachlan was a better son than she was a daughter, I thought bitterly.

I was far from finished, but enough for now. I got out of there.

On the landing walls were more Catholic ornaments, more Marys – even a Sacred Heart, a statue of Jesus with His chest exposed to show His burning heart, the realisation of a particularly gruesome medieval ‘miracle’. I wondered what I should do with all the Catholic tokens. It would seem disrespectful, if not sacrilegious, to just dump them. Perhaps I could take them to the parish church. I realised with a start that I had no idea who the priest was; no doubt he was decades younger than me.

I glanced up at the hatchway to the access to the loft space. It was just a little square panel cut out of the roof. If I wanted to go up there I ought to find a ladder.

The hell with that. Bracing against the wall of the stairwell, I managed to get one foot on top of the banister rail and lifted myself up. This was how I used to climb into the loft as a kid. I could see spider-webs, and bits of unevenness in the ceiling paintwork that cast fine shadows from the landing window light. I pushed at the loft hatch. It was heavier than I remembered, and, evidently a long time undisturbed, had glued itself into place. But it came loose with a soft ripping noise.

I poked my head up into the loft. It smelled dusty but dry. I reached up to a switch mounted on a cross-beam; the light, from a bulb dangling from a rafter, was bright but reluctant to spread far.

I set my hands on the edge of the frame. When I tried the last step – kicking off the banister rail and pushing up with my arms – I was suddenly aware of my greater bulk, and feebler muscles; I wasn’t a kid any more. Just for a second it felt as if I wouldn’t make it. But then my biceps took the strain. I hauled my belly up through the hatch, and sat heavily on a joist that ran across the roof, breathing hard.

Boxes and trunks receded into the shadows like the buildings of a gloomy miniature city. There was a sharp smell of burning, as the dust on the bulb was incinerated. Looking down into the brightness of the house was like a vision of an inverted heaven. I was rarely allowed up here when I was small, and even as a teenager never allowed to fulfil my ambitions of turning it into some kind of den. But I had always loved the sense of remoteness I got when I passed out through the skin of the house into this other world.

I swung up my legs. The roof was low; I had to crawl over the boards I had nailed down over the ceiling insulation in my twenties, when it had emerged fibreglass insulation wasn’t good for you. Soon my hands were filthy and my knees were starting to ache.

Most of the boxes contained Dad’s stuff – he had been an accountant, his last few years working independently – and there were files from his various employers, even a few musty old accountancy training manuals. I doubted I would need to keep any of this stuff; it was more than eight years since he had retired. In one box I found a small red cloth-bound book, an ancient, battered and much-used set of log tables: ‘Knott’s Mathematical Tables (Four-Figured)’. The binding of the little volume was actually fraying. And here too was a slim cardboard box that contained a slide rule, wooden, with scales marked in pasted-on paper. I could barely see the tiny numerals, but the plastic of the slider was yellow and cracked. I put the rule back in the box and set it aside with the log tables, meaning to take them down later.

I moved deeper into the loft. I found one box marked ‘Xmas Decorations – Wilmslow, 1958 – Wilmslow, 1959 – Manchester, 1960 . . .’ and so on, down through the years, right up until, I saw, the year of my mother’s death. In a box of assorted junk I found a couple of stamp albums and a half-filled box of first-day covers, plastic board games in ugly seventies-era boxes – and a scrapbook of pictures, original sketches, photographs patiently clipped out of magazines and comics, all pasted on to thick grey paper. My sister’s, from her own childhood years. It was a cobbled-together depiction of a family legend, a tale told by grandfathers and great-aunts: the story of a girl called Regina, who had supposedly grown up in Britain in the time of the Romans, and when Britain had fallen she had fled to Rome itself. And we were Regina’s remote descendants, so the story went. I’d grown up believing it, until maybe the age of ten. I put the book aside; perhaps Gina would like to see it again.

Then I came to a box that caught my eye: ‘TV21s,’ read the label. ‘(George).’ With some eagerness I hauled the box back to the light and opened it up. Inside I found a pile of comics – ‘TV Century 21, Adventures in the 21st Century – Every Wednesday – 7d.’ They were neatly stacked, from a very grubby and fragile issue number one downwards. This was the comic that had been spun out of the Gerry Anderson science fiction puppet shows during the sixties, and a monumental part of my young life. I had thought my parents had burned this stack when I got to around twelve, with my uncertain adolescent acquiescence.

I opened one at random. The comic was a broadsheet. The much-thumbed paper was thin, delicate and all but rubbed away along its spine. But the full-colour strips within were as bright as they had been in 1965. I found myself in issue nineteen, in which the Kaplan, the leader of the Astrans – aliens oddly like huge jelly beans – is assassinated, JFK-style, and Colonel Steve Zodiac, commander of the mighty spacecraft Fireball XL5, is assigned to find the killers and avert a space war.

‘Mike Noble.’ It was Peter; he had stuck his head through the hatch.

‘Sorry, I was lost again.’

He handed me a mug of tea. ‘My mug, my tea, my milk. I guessed you don’t take sugar.’

‘Right. Mike who?’

‘Noble. The artist who drew Fireball for TV21 – and later Zero X, and Captain Scarlet. Always our favourite.’

Our . . . ? But, yes, I remembered that a shared interest in the Anderson shows, and later all things science fictional and space-related, had been an early hook-up between me and Peter, links that had overcome my reluctance to be associated with the school weirdo. ‘I thought my parents burned this lot.’

Peter shrugged. ‘If they’d told you they were up here they’d never have got you out of the loft. Anyhow, maybe they meant to give them back to you some day, and just forgot.’

That sounded like Dad, I thought sourly.

‘Do you have a complete run in there?’

‘I think so,’ I said dubiously. ‘I think I kept buying right until the end.’

‘Which end?’

‘Huh?’

He clambered a little higher – I saw he had brought a stepladder – and perched on the rim of the open hatch, legs dangling. ‘TV21 went through a few changes as sales began to fall. In 1968, issue 192, it merged with another title called TV Tornado, and began to run more non-Anderson material. Then, after issue 242, it merged with a Joe 90 comic and began a second series from number one.’

‘The last issue I remember buying had George Best on the cover. How do you know all this?’

‘I researched it.’ He shrugged. ‘You can reclaim the past, you know. Colonise it. There’s always more you can find out. Structure your memories.’ He sighed. ‘But for TV21 it has got harder with time. There was a surge of interest in the eighties—’

‘When our generation reached our thirties.’

Peter grinned. ‘Old enough to be nostalgic, young enough to form irrational enthusiasms, rich enough to do something about it. But now we’re passing through our forties, and . . .’

‘And we’re becoming decayed old fucks and nobody cares any more.’ And, I thought, we are being picked off one by one by the demographics, as if by a relentless sniper. I flicked through the comics, looking at the brightly coloured panels, the futuristic vehicles and shining uniforms. ‘The twenty-first century isn’t turning out the way I expected, that’s for sure.’

Peter said hesitantly, ‘But there’s still time. Have you seen this?’ He held up his mobile phone. It was a complex new toy from Nokia or Sony or Casio. I didn’t recognise it; I’ve no interest in such gadgets. But the screen was glowing with a bright image, a kind of triangle. ‘Just came in. The latest on the Kuiper Belt. The Anomaly.’

Two days after the discovery, everybody on Earth within reach of a TV probably knew that the Kuiper Belt is a loose cloud of comets and ice worlds that surrounds the solar system, stretching all the way from Pluto halfway out to the nearest star. And a bunch of astronomers, probing that chill region with radars or some such, had found something unusual.

Peter was explaining earnestly that the image on his screen wasn’t a true image but had been reconstructed from complicated radar echoes. ‘It’s the way you can reconstruct the structure of DNA from X-ray diffraction echoes.’

The little screen gleamed brightly in the dark of the loft. ‘It’s a triangle.’

‘No, it’s three-dimensional.’ He tapped a key and the image turned.

‘A pyramid,’ I said. ‘No – four sides, all of them triangles. What do you call it?’

‘A tetrahedron,’ Peter said. ‘But it’s the size of a small moon.’

I shivered in the cold gloom, feeling oddly superstitious. It was an awful enough time for me already, and now there were strange lights in the sky. ‘Something artificial?’

‘What else could it be? The astronomers got excited just from their detection of straight-line edges. Now they’re seeing this.’ His pale eyes were bright, reflecting the blue glow of the little screen. ‘Of course not everybody agrees; some say this is just an artefact of the signal processing, and there’s nothing there but echoes . . . There’s talk of sending a probe. Like the Pluto Express. But it might take decades to get there.’

I looked down at the comics. ‘They should send Fireball,’ I said. ‘Steve Zodiac would be there in a couple of hours.’ Suddenly my vision misted, and a big heavy drop of liquid splashed from my nose on to a coloured panel. I wiped it off hastily. ‘Shit. Sorry.’ But now my shoulders were shaking.

‘It’s OK,’ Peter said evenly.

I fought for control. ‘I hadn’t expected to fucking cry. Not over a fucking comic.’

He took my mug, still full, and headed down the stairs. ‘Take as long as you want.’

‘Oh, fuck off,’ I said, and so he did.

When I got over my spasm I clambered down out of the loft, bringing only the slide rule and log tables with me. I’d intended to head back to my city-centre hotel, comforted that at least I’d pushed through the barrier, at least I’d been inside the house, and whatever else I turned up couldn’t distress me as much as today.

But Peter had one more surprise for me. As I came down the stairs I saw he was hurrying out of the door carrying a cardboard box.

‘Hey,’ I snapped.

He stopped, looking comically guilty, and actually tried to hide the damn box behind his back.

‘Where are you going with that?’

‘George, I’m sorry. I just—’

Instantly my innate suspicion of Peter the school weirdo was revived. Or maybe I just wanted to act tough after crying in front of him. ‘You said you wouldn’t touch anything personal. What’s this, theft?’

He seemed to be trembling. ‘George, for Christ’s sake—’

I pushed past him and snatched the box out of his hands. He just watched as I pulled the lid off.

Inside was a stash of porn magazines. They were yellowed, and of the jolly skin-and-sunshine Health and Efficiency variety. I leafed through them quickly; some were twenty years old, but most of them post-dated my mother’s death.

‘Oh, shit,’ I said.

‘I wanted to spare you.’

‘He hid them in the kitchen?’

Peter shrugged. ‘Who would have thought to look there? He always was smart, your dad.’

I dug deeper into the box. ‘Smart, but a randy old bugger. It’s porn all the way down – wait.’

Right at the bottom of the box was a picture in a frame. It was a colour photograph, very old, cheap enough for its colours to have faded. It showed two children, aged three or four, standing side by side, grinning at the camera from out of a long-gone sunny day. The frame was a cheap wooden affair, the kind you can still pick up in Woolworth’s.

Peter came to see. ‘That’s the house. I mean, this house.’

He was right. And the faces of the kids were unmistakable. ‘That’s me.’ The girl was a female version of me – the same features, the blond hair and smoky grey eyes, but more delicate, prettier.

Peter asked, ‘So who’s that?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘How old did you say your sister was?’

‘Three years older than me. Whoever this is, it isn’t Gina.’ I carried the photograph towards the daylight, and peered at it long and hard.

Peter’s voice had an edge to it. Perhaps he was taking a subtle revenge for my accusation of theft. ‘Then I think your father was hiding more from you than your comics.’

A click sounded from the living room. It was the video recorder. The machinery of my father’s home continued to work, clocks and timers clicking and whirring mindlessly, an animated shell around the empty space where Dad had been.


Chapter 3

Everything started to go wrong for Regina on the night the strange light flared in the sky. Looking back, she would often wonder at how the great events of the silent sky were so linked to the business of the Earth, the blood and the dirt of life. Her grandfather would have understood the meaning of such an omen, she thought. But she was too young to comprehend.

And the evening had started so well, so brightly.

Regina was just seven years old.

When she heard that her mother was getting dressed for her birthday party, Regina abandoned her dolls and ran whooping through the villa. She scampered all the way around three sides of the courtyard, from the little temple with the lararium – where her father, looking exasperated, was making his daily tribute of wine and food to the three matres, the family gods – and through the main building with the old burned-out bathhouse she was forbidden ever to enter – and then to her mother’s bedroom.

When she got there Julia was already sitting on her couch, holding a silver mirror before her face. Julia brushed a lock of pale hair from her forehead and murmured irritably at Cartumandua, who stepped back from her mistress, combs and pins in her hands. The slave was fifteen years old, thin as a reed, with black hair, deep brown eyes and broad, dark features. Today, though, her face was a sickly white and slick with sweat. There were two other slave women here, standing by with coloured bottles of perfume and oils, but Regina didn’t know their names and ignored them.

Regina ran forward. ‘Mother! Mother! Let me fix your hair!’

Cartumandua held back the comb, murmuring in her thick country accent, ‘No, child. You’ll spoil it. And there is no time—’

It was just as she had spoken to Regina when she was a little girl, when Cartumandua had been given to her as her companion and guardian. But Regina didn’t have to take orders like that from a slave. ‘No!’ she snapped. ‘Give me the comb, Cartumandua. Give it to me!’

‘Sh, sh.’ Julia turned and took her daughter’s small hands in her delicate, manicured fingers. She was wearing a simple white tunic, soon to be replaced by the evening’s elaborate garments. ‘What a noise you’re making! Do you want to frighten our guests away?’

Regina gazed into her mother’s grey eyes, so much like her own – the family eyes, eyes filled with smoke, as her grandfather always said. ‘No. But I want to do it! And Cartumandua says—’

‘Well, she’s right.’ Julia pulled at Regina’s own unruly mop of blonde hair. ‘She’s trying to fix my hair. I can’t go into my birthday party looking as if I’ve been held upside down by my ankles all day, can I?’ That made Regina laugh. ‘I’ll tell you what,’ Julia said. ‘Let Carta finish my hair, and then you can help with my jewellery. How would that be? You’re always so good at picking out the right rings and brooches.’

‘Oh, yes, yes! Wear the dragon.’

‘All right.’ Julia smiled and kissed her daughter. ‘Just for you I’ll wear the dragon. Now sit quietly over there . . .’

So Regina sat, and Julia turned back to her mirror, and Cartumandua resumed her work on her mistress’s hair. It was an elaborate style: the centre was plaited, drawn back and wrapped around, while another plaited piece rose directly from Julia’s forehead to be pulled back across the head. The silent attendant women anointed the hair with perfume and oils, and Cartumandua inserted jet pins, dark against Julia’s bright golden hair, to keep it all in place.

Regina watched, rapt. It was a complicated style that took time and care to assemble, and needed the focused attention of a whole team of assistants, which was – as Regina had heard her mother say in one of those adult conversations she didn’t really understand – why she wore it in the first place. Other people might be burying their money in the family mausoleum, but she was going to wear the family’s wealth and let everybody know about it. And it was fashionable on the continent, at least according to the images on the most recent coins to reach Britain from the continental mints. Julia was determined to keep up with the latest styles, even if she was stuck out here in the south-western corner of Britain, about as far from Rome as you could get without falling off the edge of the world.

Regina loved parties, of course. What seven-year-old didn’t? And Julia gave plenty of them, lavish affairs that illuminated the villa here on the outskirts of Durnovaria. But even more than the parties themselves, Regina loved most of all these elaborate preparations: the subtle scents, the soft clinks of the bottles in the hands of the silent slaves, the hissing of the combs through her mother’s hair, and Julia’s instructions, soft or firm as required, as she expertly commanded her little team in their complex task.

As the styling continued Julia smiled at Regina and began to sing, softly – not in her native British tongue, but in Latin, an old, strange song taught her by her own father. Its words, about mysterious vanished gods, were still baffling to Regina, despite her own fitful attempts to learn the language at her grandfather’s insistence.

At last Julia’s hair was finished. Cartumandua allowed the attendants to approach with their bottles of perfume and cream. Some of these little bottles were carved in elaborate shapes; Regina’s favourite was a balsarium in the shape of a bald-headed child. Julia selected a face cream of sandalwood and lavender on a base of animal fat, a little white lead for her cheeks, soot to make her eyebrows contrast strikingly with her blonde hair, and one of her most precious perfumes, said to come from a faraway place called Egypt. Regina was under strict instructions never to play with any of this stuff, for it had become so hard to find; until things got back to normal, so her mother said, and the big trade routes that spanned the Empire opened up again, this was all the stock she had of these wonderful things, and they were precious.

Finally it was time to select the jewellery. As Julia slid rings on to each finger, most of them set with precious stones and intaglios, Regina demanded that she be allowed to bring her mother the dragon brooch herself. It was a very old British design, but rendered in the Roman style, a swirl of silver that was almost too big for Regina to hold in her small hands. She approached Julia with the marvellous brooch held out before her, and her mother smiled, the white lead on her cheeks shining like moonlight.

It was midsummer, and the afternoon was long. The sky was blue as a jackdaw’s egg and free of cloud, and it stayed bright even when the sun had long disappeared.

By the slowly dimming light, the guests arrived, walking, riding, or in their chaises. Most of them came from Durnovaria, the nearest town. Some of them stood in the balmy summer air of the courtyard, around the fountain that had never worked in Regina’s lifetime, while others sat on couches or basket chairs, talking, drinking, laughing. They began to pick at the food set out on the low slate tables. There were round loaves of fresh-baked bread, and bowls of British-grown fruit like raspberries, wood strawberries and crab-apples. As well as salted meat, there were plenty of oysters, mussels, cockles, snails and fish sauce – and, obtained at great expense, some figs and olive oil from the continent. The highlights were showy extravagances of culinary labour: dormice sprinkled with honey and poppyseed, sausages with damsons and pomegranates, peahens’ eggs in pastry.

The guests loudly admired Julia’s latest décor. In the main hall the plaster walls were painted with blocks of purple or grey veined with blue, and the dado was an elegant design of small rectangles outlined in green. Regina had learned that the old design – nature-themed, with imitation marbling, garlands and candelabra all adorned with ears of yellow barley – was now seriously out of fashion on the continent. Her father had complained loud and long about the expense of repainting the walls, and the difficulty of finding workmen these days. Her grandfather had just raised his thick eyebrows and said something about how absurd it was to paint one half of a villa when the other half had burned down and you couldn’t afford to fix it . . .

But to Regina’s young eyes, the new design looked much better than the old, and that was all that mattered.

The entertainment started soon after the first guests arrived. Julia had hired a story-teller, an old man – perhaps as old as fifty – with a great ferocious grey-black beard. He told a long and complicated story, entirely from memory, about how the hero Culhwch had sought the hand of the daughter of the giant Ysbadden. It was an ancestral tale of the olden days before the coming of the Caesars. Few people listened to him – even Regina was too excited to stay for long, though she knew it was a good story – but the old man would patiently tell and re-tell his stories all night, and as the party wore on, and as the drink had its effect, his deep voice would attract more attention. At the start of the evening, though, the musicians were more popular. They played a mixture of instruments from Britain and the continent, bone flutes and pan pipes, harps and citharas and tibias, and their bright music drifted like smoke on the still air.

Julia’s father, Regina’s grandfather, was here. Aetius was a towering soldier who, after adventures abroad, was now stationed at a mysterious, magic-sounding, faraway place called the Wall. And, having travelled the length of the diocese of Britain for his only daughter’s twenty-fifth birthday party, he stomped around the villa and grumbled loudly at all the expense. ‘It’s as if the Rhine never froze over,’ he would say mysteriously.

Marcus, Regina’s father, was a thin, clumsy man with severely cut dark hair and a drawn, anxious-looking face. He was dressed in his toga. This formal garment took skill to wear, for it was very heavy and you had to walk correctly to make the drapery fall easily, and Marcus wasn’t used to it. So he walked about slowly and ponderously, as if he was wearing a great suit of lead. No matter how carefully he took each step – and he didn’t dare sit down – the precious toga dragged on the floor, or folded and flapped awkwardly, or fell open to reveal his white tunic underneath.

But Marcus proudly wore his Phrygian cap, pointed forward at the front, which marked him out as an adherent of the cult of Cybele, old-fashioned but popular locally. Four hundred years after the birth of Christ, Christianity was the religion of the Empire. But in the provinces Christianity remained a cult of the cities and villas, with the countryside people – who comprised most of the population – still clinging to their ancient pagan ways. And even among the elite, older cults still lingered. Cybele herself was a mother goddess who had come from Anatolia, imported into Rome after a conquest.

If Marcus was always going to be awkward in polite company, Julia herself was every bit the hostess. She wore a stola over a long-sleeved shift, tied at the waist. The thick material of the stola, brightly coloured blue and red, fell in heavy folds, and she wore a mantle over her shoulder, pinned in place with the wonderful dragon brooch. Not a hair seemed out of place, and to Regina she lit up every room more brightly than any number of bronze lamps or candlesticks.

As for Regina herself, she flitted through the rooms and the courtyard, where the oil lamps and candles glimmered like fallen stars. She was shadowed by Cartumandua, who was under strict instructions about the foods Regina could eat and what she could drink (especially since the infamous incident of the barley ale). Everywhere Regina went people bent to greet her, the faces of the women thick with powder, the men greasy with sweat and the effects of wine or beer, but everyone smiling and complimenting her on her hair and her dress. She lapped up their attention as she recited her Latin verses or prayers to Christ, and danced to the music. One day, Regina knew, she would become a lady as grand and elegant as her mother, with her own retinue of slaves – none so clumsy and sallow as Cartumandua, she was determined about that – and she would be the centre of attention at her own parties, every bit as lavish as her mother’s, perhaps even at this very villa. And as the evening wore on, she just wished she could somehow drag the sun back up above the horizon, to put off the dread hour of bedtime a little longer.

But then her grandfather pulled her aside. He took her out through the folding doors at the end of the dining room and on to the terrace, amid the rows of apple trees and raspberry canes. The tiled floor was crumbling, but the view of the countryside was beautiful. The sky was darkling, and the first wan summer stars were poking through the blue; she could just see the pale river of stars that, at this time of year, ran across the roof of the sky. Regina had learned that the Latin word villa meant ‘farm’: she could make out the silhouetted forms of the barn and the granary and the other outbuildings, and the fields where the cattle grazed during the day. In the rolling hills beyond the villa’s boundary, a single cluster of lights twinkled. It was a delightful night.

But Aetius’s face was stern.

Aetius was a big man, a slab of strength and stillness, out of place in this glittering setting. She had expected Aetius to come to the party wearing his armour. But he wore a simple tunic of unbleached wool, with strips of colour at the hem and sleeves. He wore a soldier’s shoes, though, thick wooden soles strapped to his immense feet with strips of leather. Though he wore no weapon, Regina could see the scars cut deep into the muscled flesh of his arm.

Marcus had told her that Aetius had served in the field army, and had spent four years in Europe under the command of Constantius, a British military commander who had taken his army over the ocean so that he could make a play for the imperial purple itself. Constantius had been defeated. The field army was dissipated or absorbed into other units, and never returned – save for isolated figures like Aetius, who now served with the border forces. Marcus had muttered gloomily about all this, and the weakened state of the army in Britain. But Regina understood little, and had a sunnier outlook than her grumpy old father anyway, and she thought the story of Constantius was rather exciting. An emperor from Britain! But when she asked about his adventures Aetius just looked at her, his pale grey eyes sunken and dark.

Now he crouched down on his haunches to face Regina, holding her small hand in one huge paw.

She stammered nervously, ‘What have I done wrong?’

‘Where is Cartumandua?’

Regina glanced around, realising for the first time that the slave girl was not in her customary place, a few paces behind her. ‘I don’t know. I didn’t get rid of her, Grandfather. It’s not my fault. I—’

‘I’ll tell you where she is,’ he said. ‘She’s in her room. Throwing up.’

Regina began to panic. Being told off by Aetius was a lot worse than any admonishment from her mother, and definitely from her father; if Aetius caught you, it really did mean trouble. ‘I didn’t do anything,’ she complained.

‘Are you sure? I know what you used to do,’ he said. ‘You would make her run around in circles, until she was dizzy. Your mother told me about it.’

It was shamefully true. ‘But that was a long time ago. It must be – oh, it must be months! I was just a little girl then!’

‘Then why is Carta ill?’

‘I don’t know,’ Regina protested.

His eyes narrowed. ‘I wonder if I should believe you.’

‘Yes!’

‘But you don’t always tell the truth. Do you, Regina? I’m afraid you’re becoming a spoiled and wilful child.’

Regina tried not to cry; she knew Aetius regarded that as a sign of weakness. ‘My mother says I’m a good girl.’

Aetius sighed. ‘Your mother loves you very much. As I do. But Julia isn’t always – sensible.’ His grip on her hands softened. ‘Listen, Regina. You just can’t behave this way. Life won’t be the same when you grow up. I don’t know how things will be – but for sure they will be different. And Julia doesn’t always understand that, I don’t think. And so she doesn’t teach you.’

‘Are you talking about Constantius?’

‘That buffoon, among other things, yes.’

‘Nobody tells me anything. I don’t know what you mean. Anyway I don’t care. I don’t want things to be different.’

‘What we want matters little in this world, child,’ he said levelly. ‘Now, as to Carta. You must remember she is a person. A slave, yes, but a person. Did you know she has the name of a queen? Yes, the name of a queen of the Brigantes, a queen who may have confronted the Emperor Claudius himself.’ The Brigantes were a tribe of the old days, as Regina had been taught, and it had been Claudius who had brought Britain into the Empire, long, long ago. ‘But now,’ said Aetius, ‘that family of royalty is so poor it has had to sell its children into slavery.’

‘My parents bought Carta for me.’

‘Yes, they did. But Carta is still the daughter of a princess. And you’re lucky to have a slave attendant at all. Once there were slaves for everything. You would have a slave to call out the time for you – a human hourglass! But now, only your mother, and a few others, believe they can afford slaves. Anyhow you mustn’t hurt Carta.’

‘But I didn’t.’

‘And yet she is ill.’

Regina thought back and remembered how pale Carta had looked during Julia’s dressing. ‘But she was ill before the party. I saw her. Go and ask her what’s wrong.’

‘She was?’ Still doubtful, Aetius released her hands. ‘All right. If you are lying, you know about it in your heart . . . Oh.’ His eyes widened, his huge head tilted back, and he looked up into the sky.

Startled, she looked up too. It took her a moment to spot the light in the sky. It was right in the middle of the great band of stars – a new star, brighter than any of the others, flickering like a guttering candle. People drifted out of the villa, drink and food in their hands, and their chatter faded as they gazed up at the strange light, their faces shining like coins in the last of the twilight.

Despite the warmth of the evening, Regina suddenly felt cold. ‘Grandfather, what does it mean?’

‘Perhaps nothing, child.’ He folded her in his arms, and she pressed her slim warmth against his strength. She heard him mutter, ‘But it is a powerful omen, powerful.’

During the night, after all the guests had gone home, Regina heard shouting. The raised voices, oddly like the cawing of crows, carried across the still air of the courtyard to Regina’s room. It wasn’t unusual for her mother and father to argue, especially after wine. But tonight it sounded particularly vicious.

With that going on, she found it impossible to sleep. She got out of bed, and crept along the corridor to Cartumandua’s room. The night sky, glimpsed through the thick glass of the windows, seemed bright. But she avoided looking out; perhaps if she ignored that strange light, she thought, it would go away.

When Regina had been smaller she had often come into Carta’s room to sleep, and though it had been some months since she had done so it still wasn’t so unusual. But when Regina appeared in the doorway Carta flinched, pulling her woollen blanket up over her chest. When she saw it was Regina she relaxed, and managed a smile, dimly visible in the summer twilight.

Regina crossed to the bed, the tiled floor cold under her bare feet, and crawled under the blanket with the slave. Vaguely she wondered who Carta had thought had come to her room, who she was afraid of.

Even here she could hear the drunken yelling of her parents. Though it wasn’t cold, Carta and Regina clung to each other, and Regina nuzzled her face into the familiar scent of Carta’s nightdress.

‘Are you better now, Carta?’

‘Yes. Much better.’

‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered.

‘What for?’

‘For making you sick.’

Cartumandua sighed. ‘Hush. I’ve been ill, but it wasn’t your fault.’

‘You’ve been stealing food again,’ said Regina, softly admonishing.

‘Yes. Yes, that’s it. I’ve been stealing food . . .’

Regina didn’t notice the strained tone of her voice, for, cradled in Carta’s arms, she was already falling asleep.

In the morning, there was no sign of her mother. Not that that was so unusual after a party. Servants and slaves moved to and fro, emptying lamps and cleaning away pots and sweeping floors. They looked tired; it had been a long night for them too. The day was hot, much more sultry than yesterday, and Regina wondered if a storm was going to break.

Regina ate the breakfast of fruit and oats brought to her by Carta. There would be no schooling today, as a treat for her mother’s birthday. Carta, who seemed just as pale as yesterday, tried to distract Regina with games. But today her terracotta dolls and little animals of carved jet seemed childish and failed to engage her attention. Carta found a wooden ball, but they could find no third to make up a game of trigon, and throwing the ball back and forth between the two of them was dull. Besides, it was too hot for such exercise.

Bored, restless, Regina roamed, trailed by a weary Cartumandua. She didn’t find her mother, or Aetius, but at length she came across her father. He was in the living room, surrounded by his papyrus scrolls and clay tablets. He was talking to a tenant, a thick-set bearded man wearing a duncoloured tunic and breeches. Regina peered through an unglazed window; Marcus didn’t notice her.

Marcus looked as pale as Carta, and, hunched over his columns of figures, more strained than ever. Midsummer was the end of the rent year, and it was time for Marcus to collect the rent he was due for his land, as well as the Emperor’s taxes. But things weren’t going well.

The farmer said in his thick brogue, ‘We haven’t seen the Emperor’s man for a year or more – probably two.’

Marcus said doggedly, ‘I have kept the tax you paid me and will render it up duly at the next visit. Even if the system is sometimes – ah, inefficient – you must pay your taxes, Trwyth. As I must. You understand, don’t you? If we don’t pay our taxes, the Emperor can’t pay his soldiers. And then where would we be? The barbarians – the bacaudae – the Saxons who raid the coasts—’

‘I’m no callow boy, Marcus Apollinaris,’ the farmer growled, ‘and you show me no respect by treating me like one. And we haven’t seen a soldier for nearly as long either. None save that grizzle-haired father of your wife.’

‘You must not speak to me this way, Trwyth.’ Regina could see her father was shaking.

Trwyth laughed. ‘I can speak to you any way I want. Who’s to stop me – you?’ He had a small sack of coins in his hand; he hefted it and slipped it back into his pocket of his breeches. ‘I think I’ll keep this, rather than let you add it to your hoard.’

Marcus tried to regain control of the situation. ‘If you prefer to pay in kind—’

Trwyth shook his head. ‘I hand over half my yield to you. If I don’t have to grow a surplus to pay you and the Emperor, I just have to feed myself, and what a relief that is going to be. And if you go hungry, Marcus Apollinaris, you can eat the painted corn cobs on your walls. You let me know when the Emperor next comes calling, and I’ll pay my respects. In the mean time, good riddance!’

Marcus stood unsteadily. ‘Trwyth!’

The farmer sneered, deliberately turned his back, and walked out of the room.

Marcus sat down. He tried to work through the lists of figures on his clay tablet, but quickly gave up, letting the tablet fall to the floor. He hunched over and plucked with his fingers at his face, chin and neck, as if for comfort.

Regina couldn’t remember any tenant speaking to her father like that, ever. Deeply disturbed, she withdrew. Cartumandua followed her silently, her broad face impassive.

They walked aimlessly around the courtyard. Still it was unbearably hot; still there was no sign of her mother. More than ever Regina wanted something to take her mind off her parents and their incomprehensible, endlessly disturbing problems. She almost missed her lessons: at least her thin, intense young tutor with his scrolls and slates and tables would have been company.

After completing three futile circuits of the courtyard, still trailed by a passive Cartumandua, a strange impulse took hold of Regina. When she came to the doorway to the old bathhouse – instead of passing it as before – she turned and walked through it.

Carta snapped, ‘Regina! You aren’t supposed to be in there . . .’

And so she wasn’t. But neither was her mother supposed to be in bed when the sun was so high, neither was a tenant like Trwyth supposed to withhold his taxes from the Emperor, neither were peculiar lights supposed to flare in the sky. So Regina stood her ground, her heart beating fast, looking around.

The roof of the bathhouse had burned off, but the surviving walls, though blackened and their windows unglazed, still stood. They surrounded a small rectangular patch of ground, thick with grass, weeds and small blue wild flowers. This forbidden place, out of bounds for her whole life, was like a garden, she realised, a secret garden, hiding in the dark.

‘Regina.’ There was Carta, in the doorway, beckoning her. ‘Please. Come back. You’re not supposed to be in there. It’s not safe. I’ll get in trouble.’

Regina ignored her. She stepped forward gingerly. The soil and the grass were cool under her bare feet. Rubble, broken blocks of stone from the walls, cluttered the floor under the thin covering of soil, but she could see them easily, and if she avoided them she was surely in no danger. She came to a patch of daisies, buttercups and bluebells. She crouched down in the soil, careless of how her knees were getting dirty, and began to pick at the little flowers. She had a vague notion of making a daisy chain for her mother; perhaps it would cheer her up when she eventually awoke.

But when she dug her fingers into the thin layer of earth, she quickly came to hard, textured stone beneath. It must be the floor of the bathhouse. She put her flowers aside and scraped away the soil with her hands. She exposed little tiles, bright colours – a man’s face, picked out in bits of stone. She knew what this was; there was another in the living room. It was a mosaic, and these bits of stone, brick-red and creamy white and yellow-gold and grey, were tesserae. She kept scraping, shuffling back on her knees, until she had exposed more of the picture. A young man rode a running horse – no, it was flying, for it had wings – and he chased a beast, a monster with the body of a big cat and the head of a goat. Eager to see more, she scraped at more of the soil. Some of the picture was damaged, with the little tiles missing or broken, but—

‘I thought I’d find you here. The one place you aren’t meant to be.’ The deep voice made her jump. Aetius had come into the bathhouse through a rent in the ruined wall at the back. He stood over her, hands on hips. He wore a grimy tunic; perhaps he had been riding.

Cartumandua said, ‘Oh, sir, thank the gods. Get her out of there. She won’t listen to me.’

He waved a hand, and she fell silent. ‘You’ll be in no trouble, Cartumandua. I’ll be responsible.’ He knelt down beside Regina and she peered into his face; to her relief she saw he wasn’t being too stern. ‘What are you doing, child?’

‘Grandfather! Look what I found! It’s a picture. It was here all the time, under the soil.’

‘Yes, it was there all the time.’ He pointed to the young man in the picture. ‘Do you know who this is?’

‘No . . .’

‘He’s called Bellerophon. He is riding Pegasus, the winged horse, and he is battling the Chimera.’

‘Is there more of it? Will you help me uncover it?’

‘I remember what was here,’ he said. ‘I saw it before the fire.’ He pointed to the four corners of the room. ‘There were dolphins – here, here, here and here. And more faces, four of them, to represent the seasons. This was a bathhouse, you know.’

‘I know. It burned down.’

‘Yes. There was a sunken bath just over there, behind me. Now, don’t you go that way; it’s full of rubble now, but the bath’s still there, and if you fell in you’d hurt yourself and we would all be in trouble. We used to have water piped in here – great pipes underground – our own supply from the spring up on the hill.’ He rapped at the mosaic. ‘And under the floor there is a hollow space, where they used to build fires under the ground, so the floor would be warm.’

Regina thought about that. ‘Is that how it all caught fire?’

He laughed. ‘Yes, it is. They were lucky to save the villa, actually.’ He ran his finger over the lines of Bellerophon’s face. ‘Do you know who made this picture?’

‘No . . .’

‘Your great-grandfather. Not my father – on your father’s side.’ She dimly understood what he meant. ‘He made mosaics. Not just for himself. He would make them for rich people, all over the diocese of Britain and sometimes even on the continent, for their bathhouses and living rooms and halls. His father, and his father before him, had always done the same kind of work. It’s in the family, you see. That was how they got rich, and could afford this grand villa. They were in the Durnovarian school of design, and . . . well, that doesn’t matter.’

‘Why did they let it get all covered over?’ She glanced around at the scorched walls. ‘If this bathhouse burned down all those years ago, why not rebuild it?’

‘They couldn’t afford to.’ He rested his chin on his hand, comfortably squatting. ‘I’ve told you, Regina. These are difficult times. It’s a long time since anybody in Durnovaria or anywhere near here has wanted to buy a mosaic. In the good days your father’s family bought land here and in the town, and they’ve been living off their tenants’ rents ever since. But they really aren’t rich any more.’

‘My mother says we are.’

He smiled. ‘Well, whatever your mother says, I’m afraid—’

There was a scream, high-pitched, like an animal’s howl.

Regina cried out, ‘Mother!’

Aetius reacted immediately. He picked her up, stepped to the doorway over the scattered dirt, and thrust Regina at the slave girl. ‘Keep her here.’ Then he strode away, his hand reaching to his belt, as if seeking a weapon.

Regina struggled against Cartumandua’s grip. Carta herself was trembling violently, and it was easy for Regina to wriggle out of her grasp and run away.

Still that dreadful screaming went on. Regina ran from room to room, past knots of agitated servants and slaves. She remembered that her father had been in the living room with his tenant and his figures. Perhaps he was still there now. She ran that way as fast as she could. Carta pursued her, ineffectually.

So it was that while Aetius was the first to reach Julia, his daughter, Regina found Marcus, her father.

Marcus was still in the living room, on his couch, with his tablets and scrolls around him. But now his hands were clamped over his groin. Red liquid poured out of him and over the couch and tiled floor, unbelievable quantities of it. It was blood. It looked like spilled wine.

Regina stepped into the room, but she couldn’t reach her father, for that would have meant walking into the spreading lake of blood.

Marcus seemed to see her. ‘Oh, Regina, my little Regina, I’m so sorry . . . It was her, don’t you see?’

‘Mother?’

‘No, no. Her. She tempted me, and I was weak, and now I am like Atys.’ He lifted his hands from his groin. His tunic was raised, exposing his bare legs, and a meaty, bloody mess above them that didn’t look real. He was smiling, but his face was very pale. ‘I did it myself.’

‘You fool.’ Aetius stood in the other doorway now, with his strong arm around Julia. Julia was hiding her face in her hands, her head bowed against her father’s shoulder. ‘What have you done?’

Marcus whispered. ‘I have atoned. And like Atys I will return . . .’ His voice broke up as if there was liquid in his throat.

‘Mother!’ Regina ran forward. She was splashing in the blood, actually splashing in it, and now she could smell its iron stink, but she had to get to her mother. Still she kept on, running across the room, past the couch with the grisly, flopping thing that was her father.

But Julia twisted away and fled.

Aetius grabbed Regina and folded her in his arms, just as he had the night before, and no matter how she struggled and wept, he wouldn’t release her to follow her mother.
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