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by Caroline Lawrence


The incidents in the Roman Mysteries series take place during the two-and-a-half-year reign of the emperor Titus. He becomes emperor in the first book, The Thieves of Ostia. His mysterious death in AD 81 will be the subject of the final mystery, The Man from Pomegranate Street. Each of the books in between occurs at a specific point in the timeline of Titus’s short reign. For example, The Secrets of Vesuvius takes place in July and August of AD 79, in the weeks leading up to the eruption of Vesuvius. The Enemies of Jupiter takes place in February of AD 80, when we know there was a terrible plague and fire in Rome. The Flavian amphitheatre (or ‘Colosseum’ as it is known today) was officially opened in the spring of AD 80, shortly after the plague and fire, so The Gladiators from Capua is set in March.


Some of the books in my series follow hard on each other. The Pirates of Pompeii takes place immediately after The Secrets of Vesuvius. The Gladiators from Capua resolves the cliff-hanger ending of The Enemies of Jupiter. But some books take place a few months apart. I am sometimes asked what Flavia and her friends were doing during the summer months between the events of The Charioteer of Delphi (September AD 80) and The Slave-girl from Jerusalem (December AD 80).


Some careful readers of the Roman Mysteries ask me questions like ‘Who is Porcius?’ or ‘What happened with the monkey at Lupus’s ninth birthday?’ or ‘Will we ever find out what happened to Silvanus from The Colossus of Rhodes?’


I even plant clues in the books which I can flesh out in future stories. At the beginning of The Enemies of Jupiter, Jonathan makes a reference to the disaster that was Lupus’s birthday party. I purposely put that in before I wrote Trimalchio’s Feast knowing that one day I would have the pleasure of writing about Lupus’s ninth birthday.


This collection of short stories – or mini-mysteries – will help fill some of the gaps in the books and answer some of your questions.


Caroline Lawrence


 


These mini-mysteries take place in Ancient Roman times, so a few of the words may look strange.


If you don’t know them, ‘Aristo’s Scroll’ on pages 115-122 will tell you what they mean and how to pronounce them.
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THE CASE OF THE
MISSING COIN



This short story takes place in July AD 79,
between book I, The Thieves of Ostia, and book II,
The Secrets of Vesuvius.
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‘Flavia!’ called Alma. ‘There’s someone here to see you!’


Flavia Gemina had just settled herself on a branch of the fig tree in her inner garden. ‘Who is it, Alma?’ she called, without looking up from her scroll.


Alma – a cheerful, well-padded house-slave – must have gone back into the kitchen because her reply was indistinct.


Flavia scowled, rolled up the papyrus scroll and carefully balanced it on a smaller branch.


‘Who’s here to see me?’ she yelled from the green depths of the tree.


Alma’s reply sounded like: ‘Pandora.’


That couldn’t be right.


Flavia carefully stood up on the smooth branch and pushed aside the big heavy leaves. On hot summer days like this, the fig tree was her favourite place. Fig trees gave the deepest, coolest shade and this one had the added benefit of a splashing fountain just beneath it. Hers was one of the wealthier houses in the Roman port of Ostia; most people lived in apartment blocks or in rooms above shops.


‘Who?’ she directed her voice towards the kitchen.


‘Flavia!’ It was her father’s voice, coming from behind her. Flavia turned and leaned forward and parted the leaves on the other side of the tree.


Her father stood in the doorway of the tablinum, looking up at her with his hands on his hips.


‘Flavia Gemina,’ he said. ‘How many times have I asked you not to bellow? I’m raising you to be a proper Roman lady, not a fishwife! And please come down out of that tree. You’re not a child any more. You are ten years old. In two years you’ll be of a marriageable age.’


‘Sorry, Pater,’ said Flavia. ‘I didn’t know you were home.’


‘That’s obvious,’ her father muttered, and disappeared back into the tablinum.


Flavia sighed and scrambled down from the tree. It was a blistering hot July afternoon. Outside, in the graveyard, the cicadas creaked slowly. Caudex the door-slave had gone to the ice-merchant, her tutor Aristo was at the baths and her personal slave-girl Nubia was walking the dogs outside the city walls. Flavia had been looking forward to a peaceful hour of reading her favourite Greek myths. She sighed again.


But when she saw the girl standing in the atrium by the rainwater pool, her irritation was replaced by curiosity.


Flavia guessed the stranger was the same age as she was. The girl wore a faded tunic of unbleached wool and leather sandals, one of which had been repaired with twine. Despite her poor clothes, it was obvious that the girl was not a slave: her dark hair was pinned up neatly and her posture was erect. The leather bulla around her neck was cheap, but it marked her out as freeborn.


‘You must be Flavia Gemina,’ said the girl politely. ‘I’m Pandora.’


‘Pandora, like in the Greek myth?’ asked Flavia. ‘That’s a strange name.’


The girl nodded. ‘It’s my nickname.’


‘It’s not a very nice nickname,’ said Flavia. ‘Pandora opened a box that released sickness and death into the world.’


‘I know,’ said the girl. ‘My real name is Didia Helpidis but my father calls me Pandora because my mother died giving birth to me. He says I caused all the evils in his life.’


Flavia gasped. ‘What a terrible thing to say!’


‘I hear you solve mysteries,’ said Pandora quietly. ‘I can’t pay you. But I’m very good at mending. If you have—’


‘No,’ said Flavia. ‘Don’t worry about that. Why don’t you tell me … Look, come up to my room. It’s more private there. We can talk.’


Pandora nodded solemnly and Flavia led the way out of the atrium, through the inner garden and up the polished wooden stairs to the rooms on the upper floor.


Flavia sat cross-legged on her bed and gestured for Pandora to sit on the other bed.


Pandora looked down at her dusty toes in the open sandals. ‘I’ll stand, if you don’t mind,’ she said, and added. ‘I can’t stay long.’


‘Then let’s not waste any time,’ said Flavia. ‘Tell me your mystery.’


‘It’s Briseis,’ said Pandora.


‘Briseis?’ Flavia frowned. ‘Isn’t that the name of Achilles’ girlfriend from The Iliad? I was just reading that.’


‘Briseis is my father’s slave-girl,’ said Pandora. ‘She hates me and she’s always trying to get me in trouble. I think she hopes Pater will send me away, or even sell me to a slave-dealer. She wants him all to herself.’


Flavia realised her mouth was hanging open. She shut it and tried to compose her face into an expression of calm sympathy.


Pandora continued: ‘This morning pater gave me a gold coin to take to the banker’s stall in the forum. Briseis hates that he trusts me to run errands.’


‘Your father lets you run errands in Ostia all alone? With no bodyguard?’


Pandora nodded. ‘I like running errands. If I had to stay in and weave all day, I’d go mad with boredom.’ Pandora sighed. ‘Anyway, I left the coin on my bedside table and went to the latrine.


‘When I came back, Briseis was standing right in the middle of my bedroom, as if she’d heard me coming. The first thing I thought was: she’s stolen the coin. And when I looked at the table, I was right. The coin had gone.’


‘Oh!’


Pandora looked at Flavia. ‘I told Briseis to put the coin back. But she pretended not to know anything about it. She said “Coin? What coin? Oh dear, you haven’t lost your father’s gold coin have you? He’ll be very angry and beat you, I suppose.” But I could tell from her face she stole it. She only smiles like that when she’s doing something mean to me.’


‘Go on,’ said Flavia.


‘I said she must have taken the coin. But she opened her hands and there was nothing in them. She was wearing an unbelted tunic with no coin purse so she couldn’t have hidden it on her person.’


‘Does she have one of those complicated hairdos that all the fashionable women are wearing these days? You know, lots of curls piled high on the head?’


Pandora shook her head. ‘No. Just thin straight hair. And when she’s at home she doesn’t even tie it back.’ For the first time the girl’s posture sagged. ‘I know she’s hidden the coin somewhere in my room, but I’ve looked everywhere and I can’t find it.’


‘Could she have swallowed it?’ asked Flavia. ‘I read that Cleopatra once pretended to drink a priceless pearl dissolved in vinegar but really she swallowed it whole and then retrieved it from the latrine bucket the next day.’


‘Oh,’ said Pandora. ‘I didn’t think of that. Maybe she did swallow it.’ The girl covered her face with her hands.


‘But I imagine an aureus would be much harder to swallow than a smooth round pearl,’ said Flavia quickly. ‘So let’s assume she didn’t swallow it. Shall we go back to your house and search your room? I’m very good at finding things …’


Pandora lifted her head and looked at Flavia. Her eyes were dry but red-rimmed. ‘Pater doesn’t let me have visitors. I waited until Briseis went out shopping before I came here. I was afraid she might take the coin from wherever she hid it in my bedroom. Then I’d never find it. Flavia, you must help me. If I don’t give that coin to the bankers, Pater will find out and he’ll beat me. And Briseis will gloat like she always does.’


‘Don’t worry, Pandora,’ said Flavia, ‘we’ll just have to find the coin without going to your house. And I think I know how!’


‘How can you find the missing coin if you aren’t in the room?’ asked Pandora, her dark eyes wide.


‘Come and sit here,’ said Flavia firmly, patting her bed.


Pandora sat on the bed but kept her dusty feet carefully on the floor.


Flavia handed Pandora a wax tablet and stylus. ‘Make a list of every object in your room. Then we’ll figure out where that nasty slave-girl might have hidden your father’s gold coin.’


Pandora hung her head and murmured something.


‘What?’ said Flavia gently.


‘I can’t read or write,’ said Pandora. ‘Pater says girls don’t need to be educated. He says women only need to know how to weave and be charming and keep their mouths closed.’


Flavia swallowed an angry remark and forced herself to speak calmly. ‘Then tell me. Describe every object in your room. First of all, could Briseis have hidden the coin under a floorboard or in a crack in the plaster of the walls?’


‘There’s only one loose floorboard,’ said Pandora, lowering her voice to a whisper: ‘Under my bed. That’s where I keep my treasures: a silver hairpin that used to belong to my mother, a little clay model of a horse and some pretty glass beads. That was the first place I looked after Briseis left the room. Thank Juno she doesn’t know about it. The coin wasn’t there.’


‘Cracks in the plaster wall?’ prompted Flavia.


‘There are a few,’ Pandora said. ‘But they’re too high to reach and they’re very fine.’


‘Any nooks or crannies?’


Pandora shook her head.


Suddenly the room grew dimmer as Alma appeared in the doorway. ‘Brought you girls some barley water,’ she said. ‘Nice and cold. Caudex just got back from the ice-merchant.’


‘Thank you, Alma,’ said Flavia. She took the beakers and handed one to Pandora, who stared at it.


‘It’s delicious,’ said Flavia. ‘Try some.’


Pandora took a sip. ‘Oh!’ she cried. ‘It’s cold!’


‘Go on,’ urged Flavia. ‘You were describing your bedroom.’


Pandora looked around. ‘My room is small like yours,’ she said. ‘But not as nice. Mine has blank walls with no shelves. I have a chest like you but no dressing table or stool. And only one bed, with a little table beside it.’


‘The window!’ cried Flavia, pointing up at a small window with a latticework screen. ‘Could she have tossed the coin out the window?’
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