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Rome, AD 89: mainly on the Aventine


The week before Saturnalia: 12–17 December


Who can sing of these spectacles, this unrestrained humour, this banquet with free food and lashings of free wine? … How far into the future will news of this day stretch? Sacred and ageless, your feast will survive as long as the hills of Latium and Old Father Tiber, or your Rome, O Leader!


Statius, Silvae 1.6









OUR FESTIVAL CHARACTERS





	Flavia Albia

	an out-of-work investigator




	Tiberius Manlius

	her very busy husband




	Gaius and Lucius

	their lucky little fosterlings




	Falco and Helena

	her iconic parents




	Julia, Favonia and Postumus

	her riotous siblings




	Vitalis

	unlucky tutor to Postumus




	Tullius

	the rich uncle, everyone needs one




	Their extended (extending) household:

	Gratus the smooth steward; Dromo the dim slave; Paris the cheeky runabout; Fornix the celebrity chef; Suza the hopeful beautician; Barley the dog; Mercury the donkey; Sheep the sheep; Glaphyra the new nurse




	Marcia and Corellius

	holiday visitors, late arrivals, one legless




	Rodan

	a redundant door-keeper




	Titus Morellus

	the Fourth Cohort’s investigator, unfortunately




	Pullia

	his wife, deserves better, chose him, sadly




	The young Morelli

	their four children, lively characters




	Rufinianus

	retired, recalled from the reserves




	Petronius Longus

	Albia’s uncle, not at all reserved




	Maia Favonia

	nor her, Albia’s stroppy aunt




	Cassius Scaurus

	the Fourth’s tribune, more bent than the villains?




	Gaius Murrius

	a husband, locked out, a gambler




	His twins

	well, there had to be some




	Nephele

	his wife, whose truth is truly cloudy




	Berenike

	her sister, a desperate fiancée




	Caesius

	his dangerous brother, neighbourhood benefactor




	Beauty

	a squawker, a.k.a. Squawker, a beauty




	Terentius

	the real big rissole, keeping out of sight




	Greius

	his trusty, a key figure, keeping to himself




	Sagax

	a talkative slave, true to type




	Balbina Milvia

	gangster’s daughter, gangster’s wife




	Florius

	her husband, a bad memory




	Laetilla

	a lady who lunches, apparently




	Naevius

	a helpful informer, looking for business




	Anon

	another one, a hopeless stereotype




	Prisca

	a businesswoman, looking for profits




	Zoe and Chloe

	female gladiators, with a good holiday job




	Spendo

	an enthusiastic dwarf, an expert




	Agemathus

	a statue-seller, a winning player




	Victor

	his brother, gone for a drink, the loser




	Rosius

	a defiant salesman, paying the price




	Anon

	another, suffering for it




	Pinarius

	a debtor’s best friend, keeping the cash




	Hieronymus

	a goldsmith, owed money left and right




	Zoilus

	the undead ghost, a haunting regular




	Xero’s pies

	a dubious commodity




	Nuts

	Io, Saturnalia!






The colourful people of the Aventine, mostly drunk and getting drunker









1


Io!


Saturnalia: the year when we acquired the boys. People kept telling my husband, ‘Well, this will put an end to that work of hers!’ Tiberius only smiled ruefully. I stopped bothering to argue: I would continue to be a private informer because I refused to be doomed by parenthood.


The killjoys kept trying to depress us: ‘And of course,’ they gloated happily, ‘Saturnalia will be so difficult for you!’


Idiots. Life would certainly hold challenges for our two nephews. From now on every December, the month when their mother died, would be sad. All of us would feel it. Tiberius would never stop grieving for his lost sister; he was that kind of man. But you cannot ignore Saturnalia, not when everyone around is heartlessly throwing themselves into the riot and, because we lived on the Aventine, the caterwauling public were keeping our two tots awake every night. Gaius and Lucius were country-born. They knew how to ignore endlessly crowing cockerels or even yokels shrieking over snail races. But the city racket of the great December holiday disturbed them. Then they whimpered into their pillows. We tried to comfort them, but they were just little boys who thought they were going to miss all the presents, jokes, cakes, and parties with ghost stories.


We were treading a fine line in sensitivity, but we handled it as best we could. Tiberius was still grieving for his sister Fania, but we wouldn’t keep these two stuck at home as if they could never have any fun again.


The other stupidity I had to endure was people assuming that I – that well-known piece of work, Flavia Albia – would have no idea how to look after the boys. Cobnuts. For a start, I knew how they were feeling because I had been an abandoned child myself, somehow lost by my birth parents in the Boudiccan Revolt in Britain. Later, when I was adopted by Falco and Helena, I too had discovered what it was like to arrive in Rome, this huge overwhelming city, and to find yourself stuck among clamorous new relatives who were not always welcoming. Even fifteen years later I felt like an outsider, though it hardly mattered since Rome was stuffed with incomers. There were more of us than them.


‘How will you cope, Albia? You’ll really have your hands full now!’ 


Oh, leave me alone. I was ready. When I came to Rome, I had had baby sisters, then later a brother. I do know how to blow a small snotty nose on a child who is wildly struggling to escape. I had a fair idea how to set a daily routine. We were not trying alphabet lessons yet, but when we did, I would teach them myself; we already had a set of letters because I was making our slave, Dromo, learn. In his case it was tortuous, but by the time he was ready for freedom, he would be able to run his own business. So, these two little boys would survive, if it was up to me.


Gaius and Lucius had now been here for three days. They were tentatively joining in Saturnalia; if they decided to hide away and cry instead, we found them, gently bringing them back for cuddles. We made sure they knew that, even though their loving mother was no longer here, there would be new toys. As reassurance, I had promised to take them out to buy horrible little figurines that they could give to members of our household and a few people they had decided they liked. That included my parents and sisters, though not my brother Postumus, who had scared the boys at our wedding (most people find him scary), nor Uncle Tullius, who openly loathed children.


I had to learn quickly. I shared a laugh with my own dear mama about having to provide gift-figurines secretly for Postumus and Tullius so they didn’t take offence. Helena Justina was no help. Though a lovely woman in many ways, she said she had done enough of this in her time (and still had three at home, plus Father); she would just sit back and enjoy watching me go through it.


However, she did tell me which sigillaria-seller could be trusted with small boys: an African street hawker called Agemathus. And she warned me to choose pottery figurines, because wax ones would melt in their hot little hands when they played with them before handing them over as presents.


‘Even though you explain they shouldn’t, because the statues are meant for other people?’


‘Oh, yes. Postumus innocently claims he is testing for hidden weaknesses, which would disappoint his recipients.’


‘He knows. Some sigillaria hardly last a week, Mama.’


‘They are made with flaws on purpose, Albia. The hawkers want you to buy new ones every year. No hiding them at the back of a cupboard for next time.’


‘Next time?’ Glumly, I faced the fact that I was trapped. Saturnalia stress was mine for ever: the matron in a household has to make the festival run smoothly. You cannot rely on the paterfamilias because he is probably drunk.


Who can blame him? asked my mother. She would be drunk herself, she said, only somebody has to be capable of counting the wheat-cakes. You can’t run out to buy more; it’s a holiday so the bakery is closed and all the street-sellers have vanished. I had a steward to monitor supplies, but Helena warned me Gratus might be tipsy too.


Even so, since the parents were holding a traditional family feast, she wanted to borrow him to help. Also, since my cook had once worked in a celebrity restaurant, she asked very sweetly, could Fornix send a batch of his wonderful cakes? Not too much cinnamon because it made Postumus sneeze.


‘Anything else?’ I groaned.


‘You will have to find the boys a nurse, if you want to keep working.’


My mother must be the only person in Rome who assumed I would never give up. Neither of us realised how soon this would be tested.


I duly took Gaius and Lucius to buy sigillaria. We found the street where the recommended figurine-seller was supposed to lurk. Agemathus was nowhere to be seen.


Locals claimed the man with the tray had been around all morning, yet no one could say where he had wandered off to or when he might stroll back. If he had been lured to a bar in full festival swing, he might only surface tomorrow. The boys were becoming fretful. In the end someone told me where he lived. Needless to say, his cold hutch was a meagre room in a dark tenement off a back alley behind a street of sponge-sellers, though believe me, it was not clean.


The building where we were now having our adventure rose to about six storeys, as high as regulations permit. It seemed to consist of one-room lettings from ground floor to attic, with no superior apartments lower down and no exterior streetside shops. Agemathus lived on the third floor. I homed in because he had fixed a figurine to his doorpost to advertise. I couldn’t believe many people would see this by chance; already I was starting to fear the statue-seller might be scattier than Mother had promised.


Clutching the children’s sticky hands, I barged into his accommodation. He was in the room, lying face down on the bed. His tray of ghastly statuettes was there too, on a wonky stool: odd little men, who might have been religious in origin. A woman with no conscience might simply have snaffled a handful for free but to reach them I would have to pass close by Agemathus. Even I shrank from that. He had clearly not passed out from festival excess: blood was soaking the back of his tunic and a knife had been plunged between his shoulder-blades.


‘Oh dear!’


Oh, pigshit. And you try telling a three-year-old and a five-year-old who have been promised horrible figurines that now they can’t have them.
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For me, as a private informer, this was a familiar situation. I always seem to be stumbling upon suspicious deaths, and since I don’t trust the vigiles to investigate, I often knuckle down to it myself. A woman’s work is never done. I cannot abide mess and, besides, I specialise in solving problems. I have even had clients who were snuffed out by some enemy after they hired me – though more likely I would find out my client had ignored my advice and taken rash action against someone else. Many of my commissions are family affairs. People in trouble do love to snap and go for one another. As a professional, I have to warn against murder as a remedy but, let’s be honest, it can be a neat solution.


The first arrival at a crime scene should carry out certain key actions. First you must stop any hysterical spouse flinging him- or herself upon the corpse in real or fake grief. Don’t stand for that nonsense. Assume that they did it, until proved otherwise. The more they act up, the more certain their guilt.


Next, remove very young children. Just shove them out. It is generally assumed the sight of blood will work upon their tiny minds in a bad way. You are supposed to rescue them from that. Later, you can give them honeyed figs and interrogate them cruelly, just in case they saw anything useful.


Mine were being pretty cool about Agemathus. Coming from the countryside, full of animals being slaughtered, must have made them blasé. Also, they seemed to regard the soaking blood as a Saturnalia jape. I managed to grab them by their tunic-necks before they could run to the figurines. Thwarted, they screwed up their eyes ready for tantrums. Gaius, the five-year-old, could go red in the face at will. Lucius, aged three, watched carefully then tried to copy him.


I would have to take them home. I had automatically fired up my forensic mode, assessing the death scene and looking around for clues. I could not be distracted, not while I was conducting an examination.


Grasping their little hands again, I led them from the room. I pulled the door closed after us as best I could, though it did not fit properly and had no latch. I had got in originally by leaning on it. Had that nailed-up figurine outside helped a murderer find Agemathus?


We clattered back down two flights of a stone staircase, past the usual stinking dolium of collected urine that stood in the filthy entrance lobby – ‘Oh, pooh-ee!’ and ‘Why isn’t there one of those at your house, Albia?’ – into the comparatively fresher air outside. I paused on the threshold, wondering whether to alert anyone.


We had seen no door porter or watchful crone when we entered the tenement. It had sounded unoccupied then; it still did. I could tell that plenty of people lived here; their litter was everywhere. Something was sticking my shoe to the ground. At mid-morning the tenants must all be out working, women as well as men. Children would have been taken to grandparents, aunts or pittance-a-day minders. I doubted that any of them went to school, but the current term had already ended for the holiday.


No one in these suffocating little rooms would own slaves. Conceivably, some were runaway slaves themselves. If so, they too had gone out to beg. The Aventine was crowned with ancient temples, whose high flights of steps were sought-after pitches. My father says a cartel controls them, charging beggars a premium to sit in prime spots, even if they are genuinely blind, lame or have no arms and must hold a money-cup in their teeth. He’s a gloomy theorist. Falco thinks everyone is crooked. I don’t bother thinking it: I know.


This tenement was the only building on a short dark alley, with a blank wall opposite. The alley was a stub off a small crossroads piazza to which we now walked. It contained a fountain – not large, no flowing river-god statuary, just a lead pipe that dribbled sluggishly into a stone basin. Basic. Still, it was adequate. If the pipe was kept hygienic, the water would be drinkable. Fresh water came to Rome from distant hills, with very clean sludge in it and hardly any live wriggly things.


Now, as when I arrived, the piazza was filled with local slaves, one or two already wearing their Saturnalia liberty caps. They were loafing about while queuing for the fountain. Most homes on the Aventine did not possess a water supply. The Aqua Appia runs around the hill too low down for us, but higher up, a newer branch was called the Aqua Marcia, to which wealthy houses could be joined with imperial permission (you threw cash at a palace freedman, as Tiberius and I had recently done for our home). Poor people used wells. Most wells are horrible.


Where public fountains like this were run off the Aqua Marcia, householders who owned slaves could send them out with buckets. This carried risks. Every slave in Rome knew that a water fountain was their best chance to loiter, pick fights, pinch food, make noise and harass women, before dawdling home, slopping as much as possible out of their pails so they would have to be sent out again.


Four or five such characters were nattering and nudging each other. One had stuck a chipped urn under the pipe, although he was paying no attention to it. The way they sniggered together when we reappeared convinced me they had seen me go into the tenement with children, guessed why, and already knew what I was going to find in Agemathus’s room. Somehow, they had learned there was a corpse. They were all waiting for me to return looking shocked.


There were too many of them for me to tackle, especially while I had the boys with me. I could see they were incipient trouble-makers. They probably came from different houses, but they all knew each other and seemed ready to gang up on a woman they outnumbered. It’s best not to approach slaves like that. I made mental notes of their faces, then played deaf to the lewd comments that inevitably followed as we walked off. Low-grade slaves can be bad enough normally, but Saturnalia was giving them extra licence.


At least hauling Gaius and Lucius home gave me time to think about how to deal with what we had seen.


Tell your husband, Albia.


Oh, yes? Let a man take over? You cannot be talking to me!


At our house, my husband of four months was sitting in the courtyard with a familiar figure. They were silent, as if pondering something together. It was making them glum.


‘Io, Morellus! How handy to find you here. I need a man from the vigiles, even a useless one.’


‘We saw a dead body! It was horrible!’ chorused the two boys, in brief excitement. They scampered off to stare at our new donkey. She stared back. Dromo, our slave, was astride her tail end, solemnly pretending to be riding along; he was about sixteen, with a behaviour age of seven. The donkey, Mercury, stood beside a pergola, eating a creeper. She was two but acted older; I had been promised she was steady-paced and sensible. Well, she was tolerating Dromo.


Yes, I know Mercury is a male god, but she came to us ready-named by someone who cannot have been pedantic. The boys called her Merky because they couldn’t say her real name. She had no stable yet, which was one of multiple tasks that someone had to tackle around here. Instead, my husband was letting himself be distracted by Titus Morellus.


Our visitor was a podgy, shaven-headed brute in a limp red tunic, who passed for the local vigiles cohort’s investigator. He was lazy and coarse, but if your house was broken into, your slave robbed in the street or your daughter raped, he would be the best on offer. Unless you hired me, Morellus was the only resource available.


Completely ignoring mention of a dead man, he reared off his stool with a joyous cry. ‘Flavia Albia! Come here for a big Saturnalia hug!’


‘Get lost! I am not going to be groped in my own home.’ I could have added, ‘With my husband watching,’ but he could stand up for himself. Tiberius merely smiled. ‘Titus Morellus, Gaius and Lucius are right. I took them to buy figurines, but we found the man knifed in his room.’


Morellus winced as he slumped back onto his stool. ‘Ouch.’ He now deigned to acknowledge the information, though without enthusiasm. ‘Who was it?’


‘Agemathus.’


‘Do I know him?’


‘Only you can say, Morellus. Tall. Thin. African. Has touted sigillaria for years.’


‘On the Armilustri? Yes, he’s a regular. His brother must have done for him. Couple of pranksters, always vying to outdo each other with tricks, deadly competitive. It was bound to go too far one day.’


‘Will you investigate?’


‘No fear.’


‘Oh, Morellus!’


‘If somebody comes moaning to the station-house, I’ll have to open a file I suppose, but I don’t have time, Albia. I can’t investigate every idiot whose festive treat is being stabbed by a family member. Families! Who needs them?’ Morellus sailed into a practised complaint. ‘Rome’s a madhouse, and we haven’t even reached the main day. I’ve had three grievous batterings already – two involving women who’d been on the drink all afternoon. Once the men are let off work for the week, the fights will really start. I’ll be run ragged.’


‘I see you are suffering already!’ I sat on the bench beside Tiberius, then pointedly indicated piles of nuts they had lined up on a low table in front of them. ‘Clearly you pair have had your feet up here all morning, making yourselves sick with snacks before the holiday even starts.’


‘Work!’ claimed Morellus.


‘Lies.’


‘Retail quality control,’ Tiberius specified. To demonstrate, he tossed up an almond, caught it in his mouth and chewed. He was in his last few weeks as an aedile, one of the magistrates responsible for testing market weights.


‘Some short-changing stall-holder?’ Although it sounded plausible, I was sceptical.


‘We think it’s a bit more than that.’ He was often cagey, wanting to be sure of his facts, yet this sounded like Don’t worry your little head about men’s business, lady. I expected that from Morellus, though not Tiberius.


I could have slapped them down but I had a more important preoccupation. ‘Never mind minor pistachio-diddling. Let’s decide what is to be done about this sigillaria-seller who’s had a dagger plunged into him.’


‘Oh, I’m going to wait until I’m asked,’ Morellus assured me again lazily, while Tiberius just took another nut from a bowl. ‘Or else, since it was you who discovered the corpse, you could write up a witness report, like a concerned neighbour, Flavia? Hand it in nicely, so my clerk can file it somewhere dark?’


I was surprised. The murder was interesting. Usually they would snatch a puzzle like this away from me. ‘Not my job. I work on commission, Morellus.’


‘No funds for it.’


‘Someone has to pay me fees. That’s business – plus, in case you haven’t noticed, we have a family to keep now.’


Morellus cast a rheumy eye at Gaius and Lucius, who had scrambled up our new fountain bowl and climbed onto Merky with Dromo, pulling at the donkey’s long ears. ‘Stop that, or he’ll bite you.’


‘She,’ I classified. Morellus gave me his ‘It would be!’ glare.


‘If you like,’ offered the vigilis, suddenly, ‘I’ll take your nippers home to play with mine.’


I could never remember whether he and his rather nice wife had three or four children. It surprised me that Morellus himself kept track, though he did, because he said proudly, ‘Our babby’s walking now!’ He made it sound as if he had brought about this feat, though I knew it would have been Pullia who did all the dandling and encouraging.


We needed distractions for the boys. Morellus must have been told their situation. Tiberius smiled thanks. I was more cautious: the Morelli were confident young characters who were bound to know all the latest terrible toys and jokes. Even the babby had probably got her chubby hands on a brand-new pig rattle, some model never seen in Rome before.


‘That would be very good for them. Spare a man to go and register the Agemathus fatality, Morellus.’


‘No chance, Flavia darling!’


‘Don’t call me “darling” – and I’ve told you enough times, don’t call me Flavia!’


I could have left this alone, but I grabbed my note-tablets. ‘All right. I’m not taking on unpaid enquiries, but I’ll document the scene like a responsible witness. You munch your nuts. I’ll go back there myself!’


As I stormed off to show Morellus the responsible way to register a Saturnalia killing, I heard Tiberius say darkly that nuts were not what they used to be.
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I marched back to the scene. I took Paris, our runabout. His main job was carrying messages, though I was also training him to help in my casework. With no idea what had brought about the death of Agemathus, or who might be lurking in the vicinity with another weapon, I wanted back-up. Paris might not be hefty, but he possessed a cold stare.


We walked down the Vicus Armilustri, the main thoroughfare across our peak of the Aventine. The mighty hill has two high tops. My family lived on the rougher one. The Didii like to suffer. That’s because they want to tell you about their latest disaster while they cadge a free lunch.


A side road branched off the Vicus, then a crooked lane lined with the sponge shops widdled along from that; it crossed another narrow lane at the small piazza with the water pipe, at which point the one-tenement alley protruded like a knuckle on the map. Like most, it had no name. In fact, reporting this death at the station-house would have achieved little, since the red-tunics would never have found it. The vigiles avoid a lot of work that way.


Leaving the Armilustri took us very quickly from a fairly safe environment into the dirty, lawless back entries that dominated the hill.


‘Salubrious!’ Paris spoke low, as if afraid of being overheard. He came to us from the Quirinal, which believes itself highly civilised.


‘Niche-living on the Aventine,’ I told him. ‘High rents for bad rooms, high crime, no means, no hope.’ Ours was the outsiders’ hill, home to freed slaves, foreigners, despised professions (mine!), temples to mainly downmarket gods, noise, smells and dirt. Its rebellious spirit went all the way back to Remus, the non-founder of Rome. He was Rome’s very first murder victim. At least we all know who did that one.


Nowadays high-end provincials were tentatively buying space here; they had not yet managed to alter the character. Mansions went up with tall walls, then whoever lived in them stayed indoors. A pedlar like Agemathus never saw these wealthy types; he would be offering his goods to people who were almost as poor as himself.


On the way, I had been mentally fixing available facts. I re-envisaged his room, little bigger than a store cupboard: the short wooden bed, the single thin blanket, the stool with his tray, no other furniture. No pillow, no bucket, no personal utensils, no spare clothes. The place had not been particularly squalid, though that might be because he had nothing to make it squalid with. Every copper Agemathus ever earned must have gone on food and drink. Pedlars buy from stalls and eat in the street as they work. I wondered how he ever managed to survive outside Saturnalia; perhaps he hawked sacrificial wheat-cakes, although other festivals offered fewer opportunities. This was the big one. This was when all Rome plunged into unrestrained excess. Vendors of holiday knick-knacks could roam the streets, happily cashing in: statuettes, lights, home decorations, gifts, spiced treats, hot toddies, pointless trinkets. All trash. All eagerly snapped up, as all semblance of taste vanished.


Why had the sigillaria-seller come off the streets in the middle of the day, a busy time? Was he simply exhausted? Had the frantic festival commerce been too much? Or had he arranged to meet someone? His killer perhaps? So, who was it?


In my mind I placed Agemathus as I had found him in his room: face down in a neat, straight line, on top of the blanket on his bed. He looked like a tall desert tribesman from one of the southerly provinces, Africa Proconsularis or Mauretania. Polished ebony skin, black hair in crinkled curls all over. His thin arms had been bent up, cradling and hiding his face. On his bony frame he wore a long, narrow, sleeveless tunic, with frayed edges; it was in some loose-weave tawny fabric, so patched all over with other pieces that the original colour was hard to pick out. He had no belt. His large feet, hanging off the end of the bed, were in sloppy old slippers. He had appeared to have stretched out there of his own accord before someone attacked him, perhaps without him ever knowing they were there.


When Paris and I reached the end of the alley, some of the same slaves were still dawdling. They ought to have slouched off home with their buckets by now, so they must have waited around to see what happened next. When I headed off with Gaius and Lucius, it must have been clear that I was intending to ensure something was done about the murder. The slaves, giggling stupidly, now moved to the end of the alley behind Paris and me, to watch as we entered the tenement. One runabout was not enough support for me to order them to get off home.


There was still no porter. I led the way. Behind me, Paris sniffed the foul air. I sensed him bracing himself for trouble. Everywhere was silent, as if no one else had been here since I left. I didn’t bother to knock. You don’t ask a corpse, can you come in, are they decent? I pushed on the top of the door, then kicked the bottom until it popped open. The room was just as I had left it – with one crucial difference.


‘Oh, spit!’ The body had gone.


‘What?’


‘He was lying on the bed. Now he’s not.’


‘Got up and left?’ asked Paris cautiously, squeezing into the room behind me. He had not been with us long; he was being polite, yet brave enough about suggesting I might be crazy.


‘The man was stone dead. No chance of him wandering off. I didn’t dream it, Paris. The boys saw him too. He had a knife with a big handle sticking out of him and was covered with fresh blood.’


‘Hmm!’ commented Paris, as if I had just told him a joke he didn’t get. He looked around, wincing at the bare space.


‘Someone has moved the remains,’ I insisted.


‘Interesting!’ Paris had mastered how to give a really irritating commentary.


‘This is an outrage. Someone stole his body.’


‘Undertaker?’


‘Don’t be daft. Pedlars never belong to a funeral club. They don’t all chip in for garlands and a feast.’


‘Why would someone take him away?’


‘One reason. When a murdered corpse vanishes, Paris, the guilty party is trying to hide their crime.’


‘So now you will need to find out who!’ Paris was smiling now. As we walked here, he had been tense. Since there was nothing grim to find, he relaxed into satire. ‘You want to investigate what’s going on, and poor old Faustus will just have to let you.’


‘It’s not up to him.’ In fact, by letting me come back here, I took it that Tiberius had endorsed my involvement.


‘Domina, I am glad you made that clear!’ Paris kept up the banter as he began looking around the room. ‘This isn’t going to keep us long – bloody hell, there’s not much, no chance of clues.’


‘Don’t call me domina. Someone needs to work on this, and they need to do it fast. The culprits must be found before they can cover up the crime. The vital thing is to catch them in possession. They cannot have gone far yet.’


‘You think? Doing a runner, while carrying a murdered corpse? I bet they’ll be pelting away with the squits.’


Paris did then find a few rusty red spots on the floorboards, which he grudgingly accepted as blood. He conceded I had really seen a body. But if he was right about them fleeing as fast as possible, its snatchers could now be anywhere. This would be hard to investigate. Still, what isn’t? Facing up to problems never daunted me.


Since there was nobody in the building for us to question, we went back outside.


On the corner with the water pipe, those slaves were waiting to snigger about the shock Paris and I must have had. My expression made most of them slither off on urgent errands. One was too slow. We cornered him.


He tried Saturnalia role-play: ‘Hands off me! I’m King-for-the-Day. I order you—’


‘Don’t even try to give orders to me,’ I interrupted, staying calm before whatever obscenity he planned. ‘Slaves won’t act like kings until Jove’s Day! Even if you’ve pulled the wizened bean in your household lottery already, you have Saturn, Sun, Moon, Mars and Mercury to go yet. So, let’s have that cap of liberty off.’ Paris reached, then flipped the sagging knitwear from the slave’s head. ‘Mind his fleas,’ I warned. ‘You’re just a slave today. Here’s your label – “I’ve done a runner”, it’s saying.’ I was reading from a metal collar that had been welded onto him. To me, this said his master was a brute – which gave an idea of what to expect in a slave from such a household. ‘Have you run away in the past?’


Paris pulled aside the slave’s flopping hair, looking for a brand mark that would confirm he had tried to escape.


I tugged at the collar’s rectangular label. ‘What’s here? “Take me home to Terentius for your reward.” How much is this Terentius offering?’


‘I bet he’d pay us to lose this runt for him,’ scoffed Paris. ‘What’s your name, boy?’ He was using ‘boy’ as the generic for a slave; this one was not tall, but had certainly reached adulthood. He had no fancy meek manners and prissy Greek, but was a general workhorse, probably from some household where the owners were almost as crude.


‘Sagax.’


‘Intelligent?’ Paris and I fell about laughing. ‘Now that is funny!’


Sagax unwisely made to bolt. Paris stuck out a foot and tripped him. He picked up the would-be escapee, then held him fast, turning his face away from ingrained garlic and sweat. ‘Phew! Did no one ever tell you anyone can wash at the baths for free?’


Sagax slumped, so Paris would have to hold him up. When questioning a slave about a crime, physical torture is permitted. I left that to the vigiles. They had better equipment.


Instead, I squared up with the informer’s tool: annoying rhetoric. ‘You were here when I visited before, you were here when I left in a hurry, you are here now I’m back. Sagax, you have glued yourself in situ like a snail on a dry wall. Listen – there has been a violent death in that building over there and it looks to me as if you and your horrible cronies know something about it. Now persons unknown have spirited away the corpse, so stop playing silly buggers and tell me, did you see something?’


Sagax looked vague deliberately.


‘Assume that was a question expecting the answer yes – Latin is such an interesting language, isn’t it? I love its barmy grammar. I reckon, Sagax, that while you were messing about here, you witnessed something going on with Agemathus the sigillaria-seller. Since you’ve been hanging about ever since, gawping, you must have seen if someone took away his corpse afterwards?’


‘Don’t ask me.’ Another expected answer, unfortunately. Latin, the language of politicians, provides a fine medium for lies, malpractice, obfuscation and straight bamboozling. It’s perfect for buffoons, inadequates and crooks.


‘Try harder,’ I snapped. ‘Who went in and killed the African? And who then dragged, carried, drove or otherwise transported the dead body from his building?’


‘Don’t know what you’re on about.’


‘Come on – you and your horrible friends saw what happened.’


‘We never.’


‘Sagax, I don’t want to haul you to your master and ask for permission to beat it out of you.’


‘You dare try it!’ he jeered, with a burst of new confidence.


‘She will,’ warned Paris.


‘Then you don’t know who Terentius is!’


‘Tell me?’ I offered, but something, which I supposed must have been fear of his master, held him back. I flogged on patiently: ‘Anyone who went down the alley would have had to pass you slaves, hanging around the fountain instead of going home properly with your buckets. So who dropped in on the pedlar today?’


‘His brother,’ Sagax now admitted, forgetting to be unhelpful.


‘Before I went, or afterwards?’ If before, Morellus would have been right: the competitive brother was the killer.


‘Just after.’


‘At last we are getting somewhere. What’s his name?’


‘Victor.’


‘Does Victor share the same room?’ In Rome no one lives solo if they can go halves on rent. Their doss might be no bigger than a bedside mat – an accessory the room in question did not have – but it would be home to both Agemathus and his brother. Quite likely other people bunked up with them; further extras may even have come and gone occasionally. Sibling strife is one motive for murder; stranger danger can be worse.


Sagax stayed unresponsive until Paris shook him like a lumpy bolster. To avoid rattling teeth, the slave nodded.


‘So what happened? Victor goes in and finds the corpse. Then did he run out, so upset he couldn’t bear it? Or do you think he did it?’


‘He just walked out like normal.’ Sagax was grinning as if he was holding out on us.


‘Stop giggling like a silly child. Was it Victor who carried out the body?’


‘He wasn’t carrying anyone!’


I kept trying to extract sense from him. ‘Did he notice you and your pals loafing?’


‘Must have done.’


‘So did he say anything to you?’


‘Nope.’


‘You’re lying about him.’ Paris took a hand. ‘Nobody would act so calm if he’d just found his own brother on the bed they shared, bloodily murdered.’


Sagax shrugged. He had the slave’s airy defiance: the ways of the free were beyond him.


‘Did you and your pals go in to look?’ I demanded, suddenly sure they must have done.


Sagax shook his head but could not stop himself admitting he had done it. ‘Brilliant!’ he chortled. ‘All that gory blood!’


‘Never mind the blood.’ I cut across his glee. ‘Where do you think Victor went? Would he be heading for the vigiles to report this?’


‘Of course not. He was off to the Orion’s Dog for a drink.’


‘How do you know?’


‘That’s where he always goes.’


‘Stop being clever,’ warned Paris. It struck me he had been a slave once, freed by his previous master not very long ago. He knew all the tricks slaves pull; in a situation like this, insider knowledge made him feel superior.


I said a drink did make sense after seeing his brother dead like that, but it still left me wondering about a body that had been spirited away by invisible forces. Sagax smirked again. He definitely seemed to know something we had missed. Still, some slaves are like that all the time.


We extracted directions to the bar, hoping Victor would be more forthcoming. Before we released Sagax, I made him provide an address for his master, the Terentius who was named on his iron collar. I checked again, but the dogtag suspended from the band merely carried the usual rubric that, if found on the loose, this slave was a runaway so hold on to him. Although it told finders to return him to Terentius, Terentius had not specified where. According to Sagax, everyone knew, but I had never heard of the man, so Paris kicked the slave until he gave me details. I wrote them down on my note-tablet, pointedly.


Paris ordered him to nip straight off home, then he and I walked to the Orion’s Dog. I had no reason to suppose Sagax followed us to watch what happened, though with hindsight he must have been eager to know.


The Orion’s Dog had no picture of the hunter from the starry skies, nor his cloud-treading hound. That was because there was no wall space. It was a one-counter, one-waiter cantina patronised by local workers. The frontage was so narrow that only a couple of people could lean there at the same time. Too small even to have a pot-shelf, it was sited on a slummy side-street, next to the din of a copper-beating workshop where men with muscles did vigorous planishing all the time. As we approached, we saw only two customers, both presumably deaf. One must be Victor. Rather than being in shock at finding his brother laid out in blood, he was buying a drink to celebrate. We understood immediately. This had been a stunt: as pranks go, it was fabulous.


Paris cursed. I checked my anger. I would kick a wall later. My presence at the supposed death-bed had never been intended, but my chance arrival must have increased the brothers’ hilarity.


Both men were tall, whip-thin and black. Both wore patched tunics from the same low-grade source. Their features were different, though they had to be brothers. They were close, bonded, locked in their long-running competition to be wickeder, wittier and wilier. This particular trick’s grinning winner had a big red stain on the back of his tunic that would never come out, though he had ditched the fake knife: today’s winner was Agemathus. Absolutely alive.


Classic.


Io, Saturnalia!









4


The two brothers were almost too doubled up with mirth to pay attention to us. Intent on getting drunk at his brother’s expense, Agemathus must have left his tray at home. Wryly, I put coins on the counter, then told him to bring his sigillaria to our house later. I hoped the money was not enough to render him incapable. Paris and I set off home for lunch.


‘You’ll have to learn to find jobs where there’s something to investigate,’ joked Paris, as he buffed aside a pushy nut-seller.


‘That’s an idea! How come I never thought of it?’


I was no longer in the mood. Forget intrigue. We passed a house where a man was yelling up at a window to his wife, who leaned out and yelled back. Clearly not for the first time in this exchange, she was refusing to have their front door unlocked for him. He was smartly dressed; she had her bean-meal face pack on and rags in her curls, preparing for her social life. It was nothing to do with me, though the kind of scene you watch out of neighbourly nosiness.


Before she disappeared inside, she roared that she was sick of him and that bawd from the Temple of Diana; there would be nothing for him at home, not today nor any other day. She never wanted to see him back here and she was going to throw out his smelly old mummified animal collection for anyone who wanted it. ‘I don’t know you! Apparently, I never did!’ The old delusion. The wife must have known. One glance was enough: I had assessed the horrid chancer from his gold neck chain and his shiny pointed shoes.


Her head popped back at the window again, owl-eyed under the face mask. ‘Get lost – and don’t expect me to look after your first wife’s children any longer! I’m not your drudge.’ Then again: ‘But I am keeping the parrot!’


The descent into madness had begun. Even though these people and their pet bird lived close by on Greater Laurel Street, I had no heart to offer the woman divorce advice at tempting rates. Him I would never consider as a client; I do have standards. In any case, after the festival that pair would probably negotiate a treaty. She’d give in and say he could keep a few boars’ heads while he would promise solemnly that the Diana bawd would never be an issue again … (some hope!). So I didn’t suppose they would need me, even though my brother, who keeps lists, would include misjudgement as one of my famous errors.


Reconciliation? I loathed it. What was the point of keeping families together? I needed devastated clients, insoluble rifts, frail women desperate for me to squeeze financial settlements from utter bastards whom they would never forgive. Forget compromise.


The street-seller was still buzzing around us with his tray of nuts. His persistence felt ominous. ‘Not today!’ I snapped, the traditional code for ‘never’. Paris weakened; he picked out a hazelnut to try. He bit, then spat it out.


‘Ugh! Bitter. Leave us alone, or you’ll regret it. Her husband is a magistrate on quality control.’


Gurgling a festive curse, the seller slimed away.


When we went indoors, I learned we had acquired a sheep. Egged on by the donkey, this daft woolly thing had rounded up the dog and was penning Barley in her kennel.


‘A gift to Tiberius Manlius.’ My steward, the unflappable Gratus, stopped running after the sheep and explained breathlessly: the Temple of Ceres, home base of Rome’s aediles, always over-ordered animals for sacrifice because Ceres was a picky goddess. This offering was deemed unsuitable for the corn lady: the poor beast had a small black mark on her long face. When Tiberius Manlius had dropped in on them for official business earlier today, the priests passed her on.


The boys would love this creature – but already my cook planned to snaffle her. I would have to send Gaius and Lucius to play with the vigilis’s children again while the animal was roasted by Fornix, then I must invent a devious story that she had gone to a happy life in a field.


Just then Suza, my maid, brought home Gaius and Lucius. They were bursting to try out some trick the evil young Morelli had taught them, but instead, as soon as they saw the sheep, they rushed straight across the courtyard to fling their arms around her.


They had lost their mother. If they set their sad hearts on a new pet, what was I to do?


On cue, Fornix emerged from the kitchen in his apron, wielding a huge shiny knife, his well-honed, mutton-slaughtering snickersnee. No tug on the heartstrings affected him. I signalled him to hold off, so he stomped back indoors, his broad, sulky back saying lunch was cancelled.


‘Where’s the master, Gratus?’ Let Tiberius sort it.


‘He went out with the investigator.’


‘What about his sheep?’


‘He said you would know what to do.’


Oh joy. Four months of marriage was enough to turn a decent-seeming, pious, loving man into a typical husband. Given another week, I too would be a woman shouting down the street that I would not let him back in the house.


‘How was he dressed?’


‘The brown tunic.’


His disguise. So, while he cunningly avoided decisions at home, Tiberius Manlius had gone to mooch around our riotous district, passing himself off as a harmless pedestrian, not a magistrate who was aiming to catch people out in infringements of Rome’s raft of regulations. He had three weeks left to play at this. He wanted to become the aedile with the highest record ever for on-the-spot fines.


In truth, Tiberius won that prize months ago, mainly because no other aediles in history had tried. Most preferred to swank about looking important. Even the future Emperor Vespasian, as a young office-holder, had been berated by Caligula for not having streets cleaned. Vespasian was ordered to have the folds of his toga filled with mud. This would never happen to mine: I had married a stickler. At the Temple of Ceres, delighted officials had had to buy an extra money-chest to contain the fines he collected. No wonder they had given him a festival present.


He was not such a favourite with his ex-wife. Laia Gratiana had glued herself to that temple as a do-gooder. I bet it was the jealous blonde ice-queen who suggested lumbering us with a ruminant. The next time Laia nibbled lamb chops, I hoped she would choke on a bone.


Gaius and Lucius had fallen in love with the sheep. ‘Where’s some grass? We need to give her grass!’ The sheep and donkey, nuzzling noses, had also made lifelong bonds of friendship. Even Barley looked interested.


I was fuming that Tiberius had deliberately gone out without deciding where in our house a sheep could live or who would sweep up its droppings. If it had come from a temple, I even wondered if theoretically it was sacred … Good thing I had stopped Fornix butchering the creature.


‘Gratus, did you happen to overhear what Tiberius is up to with Titus Morellus?’


‘I think they were discussing some problem the vigiles have among the seasonal workers.’


Oh, nuts! Migrant strife. Anger and swearing in impenetrable languages. They were welcome to that.


Denied the sheep, Fornix crossly decamped to visit his brother, who lived and cooked on the Quirinal. Gratus had to pull together lunch. Caught unawares, for simplicity the steward decided to fetch a selection from Xero’s pie shop.


‘Pies! We are having pies!’ screamed the children, delirious. Normally we enjoyed gourmet treats, prepared with skill by our one-time celebrity chef. Fortunately, Fornix had stomped off before he heard that his exquisite offerings were second-best, compared to bought-in pastry.
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Fornix would have to live with this. Few delights can match hot meats in flaky dough, with rich gravy squelching. I only hoped the high turnover at Saturnalia, festival of excess, ensured today’s pies were fresh.


Tiberius had excellent domestic timing: he returned for his lunch exactly when Gratus was laying out food on serving platters. Morellus came too. Word of a major pie-acquisition flies around a neighbourhood as if impelled on the feathered wings of Rumour, sweet-tongued herald of Olympian Jove. There was probably a queue outside our front doors. I might be the wife of a man with public duties, but I didn’t look. Scroungers who claimed they needed advice from my husband were not having free lunches from me.


Our planned dining-room had no couches yet, but because of the winter weather, we piled indoors to eat. I let Dromo fix a brazier for cosiness; all of Rome’s by-laws to prevent building fires concentrated on keeping water handy, though they ought to be banning hot charcoal in the hands of youths like ours. Still we had a member of the vigiles here. ‘Oh, just take a chance!’ was Morellus’s safety advice. ‘Let him enjoy himself with the flames.’


We flopped onto cushions while Gratus tried to make us pay attention to an ingredients list from the pie shop. He had scribbled it in a hurry, so had to squint to understand his notes: ‘The one shaped like a rabbit is actually pheasant with almonds. The little round ones are ham with aniseed and caraway. The big cracked fellow that fell out of the basket is venison and plums, and this is mullet with ginger.’


‘Do I like ginger?’ little Lucius whispered, sitting close to me.


‘I don’t know, darling.’ He looked at me darkly: I was a failure. His mother would have known. ‘Just try a tiny piece and see.’


‘I want to put it back if I don’t like it.’


‘That’s fine. Give it to Uncle Tiberius. He enjoys everything in a food bowl.’


Gaius was meticulously removing every scrap of almond from a portion he had been given. Morellus scooped up these rejects in one palm, picked out pheasant bones, snaffled an entire round ham pie with the other hand, then left us. He said he had to get back to his lads in case of any emergencies; it was really because at Saturnalia the vigiles could turn up at any bar at lunchtime and be guaranteed free spiced wine.


While Gratus was out shopping, I had thrown together a dish of leeks in olive oil and fish-pickle. I served this Didius family favourite in a big shallow terracotta dish from our wedding-present dinner service. It sat on the low food table, attracting little interest. Wasted effort. We had pies. No one wanted vegetables.


As the materfamilias, I had the traditional struggle to get anything except the venison with plums, the pie nobody else wanted. Otherwise, it was a happy scrum. People leaned over, grabbing seconds and thirds for themselves or grudgingly serving others if specifically asked. Down on our cushions on the floor, we were all at the wrong height. Dromo claimed helping at lunch was not his job, so he was just grabbing for his own bowl. There was too much pushing and shoving, on top of the usual arguments that always happen over pies. The boys were livelier than normal too. That was how they stage-managed their stunt.


Suddenly Suza, my maid, a lumpish lass, let out a wild scream. She pointed to my untouched dish of leeks, then made retching sounds. Lolling in the middle of my green ragout, like an enthroned potentate, we saw a large dark brown turd.


For a beat I was fooled.


It was completely realistic. The Morellus children certainly knew good hoaxes. Only the bright eyes of two small boys, thrilling with excitement, betrayed this as a loan from their new friends.


‘Great gods!’ exclaimed Tiberius.


He had paused, pie pierced on a knife point, halfway to his mouth. He lowered the knife to his bowl again. The thought came to me that I had not known him long enough to be certain he would take it well. Were we about to have a furious po-faced paterfamilias? He was witty on an intellectual level, but that does not always ensure a man will embrace low comedy.


Tiberius stood up. ‘Who … did … that?’ he roared out slowly, making it deeply ominous. Lucius shrank up against me again, trembling. Gaius was on Suza’s lap; he buried his face in her tunic. I deduced Suza had been in on the trick. She might even have positioned the spoof poo for them.


‘Dromo did it!’ Lucius piped up. He was the conniving one. After less than a week here, he had grasped how to sweet-talk his way out of anything by blaming Dromo.


More people joined in the accusing chorus, while Dromo gave back his stare, not seeing why he had the blame.


‘Dromo!’ roared Tiberius. ‘You shat in the platter?’


‘No, I never! Why are you picking on me?’


‘Nice acting,’ I murmured to my nearly-new husband. Fortunately, he winked.


Enjoying himself, Tiberius continued declaiming. ‘Someone remove this repulsive object from my dining room! My wife is fainting …’ I flopped like a smashed lily, though with care to preserve my bowl of pie. Gratus took charge of the leek platter. ‘Save that evidence, Gratus. I intend to conduct a full investigation. The guilty party will be discovered – and then, by all the pantheon gods, this criminal will pay.’


Suza was mouthing to me that the Morelli would want their turd back. I nodded: the sooner the better. However, I knew my brother Postumus would dearly want to see it first. He was bound to try to make his own. He would be heartbroken if I let the specimen leave the premises before he managed measurements and working drawings. Of course, I could warn our parents what he was up to, but I would probably not do so.


Afterwards, I had another plan. I would return this prototype to Morellus’s wife Pullia, wrapped up with ribbons like a special bonbon.


Once the two nephews were sufficiently scared, we let them know we loved the joke. ‘Gaius Antistius Daellius, Lucius Antistius Laellius, I pronounce both of you convicted of the hideous crime Saturnalia Too Soon!’ Tiberius intoned. ‘All tricks are now banned until the proper day, or there will be no cakes!’ I muttered that I was planning to send their terrible new friends into exile.


Next, Tiberius turned himself into a jolly uncle. He pounced on Gaius and Lucius for chasing, squealing and tickling games. Nobody ever expected me to behave like a jolly aunt, thank goodness. That meant when they spilled out into the courtyard, I had space to spoon up the last of the gravy from the demolished pies.


Gratus cleared the table, detailing the tots to help him like slaves, as if Saturnalia had really started. Then Tiberius and I finally had a quiet word together.


I told him about Agemathus playing dead. Tiberius laughed, though managed not to annoy me by enjoying it too much. Ours was a marriage of true love – at least, it was on most days – but we never strained the fabric.


‘And how was your morning, O master of the house?’


‘Bit of a puzzle. Morellus has asked me to help him with local street monitoring. Someone is selling bad festival nuts.’


‘So this is your joint enterprise. Well, most are not eaten. They are for throwing around as holiday fun. Does it matter?’


‘People do eat them. Beggars. Children. Hungry idlers. Anyone who picks them up.’


Tiberius asked my opinion. Should he agree to assist? Normally it would be me wanting his support for any doubtful new commission, but at Saturnalia everyone plunges into role-reversal. I supplied his usual questions: ‘Do you want to? Is it interesting to you? Will you be paid?’


‘Only in credit for being public-spirited. And an invitation to the Fourth Cohort’s Saturnalia party.’


‘Juno! Tell me where your will has been deposited!’ Playing the sweet companion, I applied my thoughtful face. ‘I can run the building firm for you, if you decide to go out sleuthing. The workmen will take a long holiday anyway. But will you have time to be public-spirited about this, darling – given the demands of your poo-dumping inquiry here at home?’


Tiberius sighed. ‘You are right. It will be difficult. Morellus has bloody awful timing.’ He became slightly more serious. ‘I wanted to settle in the boys before anything major claimed me. I did explain that to him. But who else will take an interest in nobbling nut-scammers? It seems important to our friend, so I’ll have to crunch it in somehow. Let’s hope we can crack it easily!’


Thank goodness: my new husband was as light-hearted as I wished. Maybe I would keep him. If we could get through our first Saturnalia together, I reckoned he could stay.


‘Some turd!’ He grinned. He was very proud of his nephews. I was proud of him for the way he had offered them a home, even though their father (a parasite) was still alive. There was a third boy, who had opted to stay in Fidenae. Privately, I prophesied that when he reached his fretful adolescence he would turn up on us, wanting the easy life that he thought his lucky brothers had.


In case Tiberius thought he was in the clear, I took his hand lovingly. I smiled like his adoring bride. He smiled at me. He was a looker when he smiled, though he knew better than to rely on it.


‘My darling!’ I cooed. He became more uneasy. ‘Now that we have a moment and you seem docile, may I open a discussion? Where are we going to house the new donkey, sweetheart – and what do you intend to do with your temple sheep?’


I loved him enough when he smiled, but when he looked guilty the man was a stunner.
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