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CRASH!


The terrible noise jolted Threptus the soothsayer’s apprentice out of a deep sleep.


From the henhouse next door came the muffled alarm-clucks of a dozen sacred chickens. ‘Bk-bk-bk-bk-bk!’


Threptus leapt up from his low bed. As his bare toes scrabbled their way into cold leather sandals, his mind raced.


Had the henhouse fallen down?


Had the temple behind them fallen down?


Had the whole seaport of Ostia fallen down?


He flung open the door of the one-roomed shack and peered out into the pre-dawn gloom of a winter morning. Apart from the sound of excited chickens, everything seemed normal. Flickering firelight showed the empty yard, the wooden chicken coop and the rear wall of the temple rising up solidly behind it.


Firelight?


As Threptus turned to find the source of the light, he saw a long dark head with tall pointy ears looming towards him over the fence.


‘Aaaah!’ cried Threptus, extending his left hand in the sign against evil.


‘BK-BK-BK, B’KAK!’ cried the sacred chickens from inside their coop.


‘Hee-haw!’ said the creature with the long dark head and tall pointy ears.


Threptus breathed a sigh of relief. It was only a donkey.


Holding a flaming torch, the donkey’s owner appeared from behind his cart. Imbrex the potter was the source of the flickering firelight.


‘Great Juno’s beard!’ came a voice behind Threptus. ‘What’s going on out here?’


It was Floridius the Soothsayer. Like Threptus, he went to bed fully clothed apart from his shoes.


‘Sorry!’ said Imbrex. The torch showed his sheepish expression. ‘Just wanted to drop the heads off as I promised. But I really did drop them. By accident,’ he added.


Threptus spotted a big basket of lumpy objects lying just inside the fence.


‘Ecce!’ he said. ‘There!’


‘Euge!’ said Floridius. ‘Hurray!’ He pushed past Threptus into the muddy yard.


Threptus followed and, in the flickering light of Imbrex’s torch, he saw that the basket held a dozen human heads, their open eyes staring.


‘Aaaah!’ cried Threptus. Once again he extended his left hand, palm forward.


‘BK-BK-BK, B’KAK!’ echoed the sacred chickens from their henhouse.


‘Hee-haw!’


‘Don’t worry, me little friend!’ Floridius patted Threptus’s back. ‘They’re only painted clay busts.’


‘Busts?’ said Threptus. ‘I thought that was something ladies had.’


Floridius laughed. ‘A bust is a sculpture of a head, shoulders and part of a chest. See?’ He reached into the basket and lifted out the bearded head and shoulders of an old man. Up close, Threptus could see it was made of clay, with black and white painted eyes staring spookily in the light of the torch.


Threptus reached out to touch the beaky nose and bulging clay eyes of the bust.


Then Floridius turned the head to show another face on the back, the face of a grinning child!


‘Aaaah!’ cried Threptus. ‘It’s got two faces!’


‘BK-BK-BK, B’KAK!


Floridius nodded. ‘That’s right. This is Janus, the god of gates. He’s got two faces so he can stand in a doorway and look outside and inside at the same time.’


‘It’s handy to see things from a different angle sometimes,’ said Imbrex. ‘Janus here is the only one of the gods who can see his own bottom.’


Threptus giggled.


Floridius said, ‘Usually Janus is shown with his two faces exactly the same. But look! Ours are made especially for New Year’s Day. The granddad’s head shows the old year going out and the toddler is the new year coming in. Clever, isn’t it?’ he lisped.


Threptus nodded, even though the old-man face frightened him a little.


‘I did ’em like you asked,’ said Imbrex.


‘Are they called busts because they’re broken?’ asked Threptus, lifting one of the two-faced heads from the basket.


‘By Janus’s bottom!’ cried Floridius. ‘It is broken. And so is that one!’


‘Told you,’ said Imbrex, backing away from the fence. ‘I dropped the basket. But you should be able to glue them together with pine pitch.’


‘We were going to ask ten sesterces each!’ cried Floridius. ‘I can’t charge that for damaged goods.’


‘Bk-bk-bk, b’kak!’ scolded the chickens in their coop.


Imbrex shrugged. ‘Caveat emptor,’ he said. ‘Let the buyer beware!’ And with that he departed, taking his donkey, his cart and the flickering torchlight with him.


‘Eheu! Alas!’ came Floridius’s voice in the darkness. ‘I invested the last of me savings in this scheme.’


‘Don’t worry, master,’ said Threptus, as he followed Floridius back into their dark shack. ‘I’ll help you glue them together.’


‘You’re a good apprentice,’ came Floridius’s voice.


Threptus groped his way to his bed. As he lay down, he almost squashed his kitten Felix, who had come to lie in the warm spot left by his body.


‘Meow!’ cried Felix.


‘Sorry, Felix,’ whispered Threptus, and moved the kitten over a little.


‘Mrrrrow,’ said Felix, who was very forgiving.


As Threptus stroked the kitten, he tried to think how he could help his master. Floridius was always lurching from one disaster to the next. His get-rich-quick schemes rarely worked. And whenever they did make some money, Floridius lost it by betting on chariot races.


‘Master?’ said Threptus into the darkness. ‘Do you remember how you helped that little girl last month? And how her father said he would be your patron if you ever needed help?’


‘Yes,’ said Floridius. ‘He was a banker named Liberalis.’


‘Isn’t a patron someone who helps you out?’


‘That’s right,’ said Floridius. ‘Patrons help their clients, and their clients do them favours in return.’


‘Maybe you should ask Liberalis the banker if you could be his client.’


Floridius did not reply, but a few moments later Threptus heard him get up and start to move about.


‘Where are you going?’ asked Threptus.


‘To take your advice,’ lisped Floridius. ‘Patrons usually receive their clients at dawn. Tomorrow is New Year’s Day. What you do on the Kalends of January determines the course of the year. I’m not going to start this new year hungry and broke. I’m going to swallow me pride and ask Liberalis for a loan. I shouldn’t be long. With any luck I’ll be back in an hour with some warm honey cakes.’


‘Euge! Yay!’ whispered Threptus into Felix’s ear. ‘Warm honey cakes!’


But when two hours had passed and Floridius was still not back, Threptus began to worry.




SCROLL II
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ALTHOUGH THE HOURS OF DAYLIGHT were shorter in winter, they seemed very long to Threptus as he waited for his master to return. He had built up the fire in the portable oven. He had said his prayers to the little wood and clay household gods on their shelf. He had let out the sacred chickens and fed them the last few grains of barley. Sadly, it was mid-winter and not one of them had laid an egg for breakfast.


Now Threptus was ignoring his growling tummy to do his homework. His assignment was to write a short report on the god Janus.


JANUS, wrote Threptus, IS THE GOD OF DOORS, GATES AND BEGINNINGS. HIS NAME IS LIKE THE WORD FOR DOOR. THE MONTH JANUARY IS NAMED AFTER HIM BECAUSE IT IS THE DOORWAY INTO THE NEW YEAR. JANUS’S SPECIAL POWER IS THAT HE HAS A FACE ON THE BACK OF HIS HEAD AS WELL AS THE FRONT, SO HE CAN SEE HIS OWN BOTTOM!


Threptus giggled. Then he remembered that Janus was the doorkeeper of heaven and sometimes he even made Jupiter wait to enter. Maybe he shouldn’t joke about such a powerful god. Using the flat end of his stylus, Threptus rubbed out the bit about Janus being able to see his own bottom. Instead he wrote, BECAUSE SOMETIMES IT’S HANDY TO SEE THINGS FROM A DIFFERENT ANGLE.


Threptus still had part of a wax tablet to fill, so he wrote this:


JANUS’S SPECIAL DAY IS THE KALENDS OF JANUARY, THE FIRST DAY OF THE NEW YEAR. ON THAT DAY WE GIVE PRESENTS TO EACH OTHER, SUCH AS LAMPS OR HONEY. FOR MY PRESENT I WOULD LIKE THE PAIR OF FLEECE-LINED BOOTS I SAW IN THE COBBLERS’ MARKET.
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