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Rome, AD 89: the Campus Martius


 


The Playlist


 


In drama and myth


Laureolus and Selurus (Bandit Kings), Minos and Pasiphaë (a couple from Crete), Daedalus (an inventor), Theseus and Jason (heartless heroes), Orpheus (a tragic tunesmith), Oedipus (a complex person), Ariadne, Phaedra, Atalanta and Medea (unhappy women)


 


Family


Falco and Helena        not in the plot


Albia        our leading lady


Tiberius        her leading man


Suza, Dromo, Paris, Fornix, Gratus        their chorus of staff


Gaius and Lucius        their dear little fosterlings


Gornia, Cornelius, Galanthus,


 Lappius        Falco’s auction staff


 


Professional entertainers


Davos        a face from the past


Thalia        his on-off companion


Jason the python        off the scene, but unforgettable


Chremes and Phrygia        actor-managers: final curtain?


Byrria and Sophrona        a long-lost daughter or two


Atticus, Ariminius, Pardicus, Simo, Porrus, Philotera, Crispa        on cue, the acting company


Philocrates        simply a star


Plotinus        a musician with a broken string


 


In the Farcicals


Ambrosia, Gnaeus/Maccus, Septimus/Pappus, Megalo/


 Centunculus and Questus/Dosennus        am-dram, not even understudies


Lana         Ambrosia’s mother


 


In civic life


Scribonius Attica        a very ambitious politician


Sabina Gallitta        his wife, a very keen patron


Mucius         investigating officer of the VII Cohort of Vigiles


Caunus the tribune        an idiot of dubious parentage


Hyro and Milo        intellectual firefighters


Corvinus        a praetor, another idiot


Lusius        his scribe, discovered to be still alive


 


Lower orders


Suedius, Sorgius, gravedigger        the wrong undertakers


Eucolpus; Naia Nerania; Assia        a landlord; his mother; her maid


Fugax        the strongest butcher in the world


Cintugnatus        a theatrical agent, trust him


Crispinus        a waiter, don’t believe him


Barmen and waitresses, stallholders, lictors, the Urban Cohorts, a peeing man


Spiffy        a soloist


[Three fishermen]        cut!


 


Animals, trained or untrainable


Barley        a brave pet


Buculus        the famous aurochs


Caprininus        a toyboy goat


Cleopatra        played by Rheon; Rhubarb, Rhubarb


Patursus, Matursa and Ursulinus        the three bears


Anethum         a lost treasure


Nux        a happy ghost
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Chapter 1


‘Who did this to you?’


‘The undertaker!’


The dying woman made no sense. We were too late to save her. She had been clinging on, but she gave up on life as we tried to help her. The way she had been killed was as desperate as anything I had ever encountered. I was an investigator who had seen foul play before, but nothing as troubling, and never before with a victim who left behind such a puzzle.


Why did she blame the undertaker? Who meets their undertaker while they are still alive? People expect a proper sequence of events. Bodies are entrusted to a funeral firm only after someone dies; then they may be handed over for hygienic plugs, pre-cremation cosmetic work, convenient storage until relatives cough up for dusty urn space or clear a plinth in that showy mausoleum of theirs.


I am a reasonable woman, at least when I cannot avoid it, so I concede that errors can be made. All right: it may sometimes happen that an incompetent doctor or a money-grubbing heir is too quick off the mark. They despatch their hapless cadaver for processing just a smidgeon too soon. Then, in the quiet gloom where the body has been carried, something changes. The ‘corpse’ suddenly sits up. Determined not to go yet, it has snuffled back to life. Finding itself laid on a cushioned bier, or at least slammed down on a trestle, it probably yells. Anybody – any body – would do. In that case, a black-hearted undertaker with a pressing need for cash might swiftly apply pressure to a windpipe to make sure of his fees.


Most would surely take more pleasure in announcing a miracle revival, if only to gain a free mention for their business in the Daily Gazette: ‘Corpse stuns observers, asks for dinner and a warmer tunic . . .’ Suedius, the sinister mortician in the Field of Mars, claimed to me later that corpses revived all the time; he assured me they would chase him around his premises, hilariously trying to kill him.


Who could blame them for going after him? I certainly wanted to. He was an idiot. He had no soul. He gave me a lot of trouble on this inquiry.


At the theatre, it seemed he and the dead woman were previously unacquainted. When Suedius turned up he winced stagily and asked us, ‘Bloody hell! Who is she?’ It did not occur to anyone that he might be lying.


 


He had been summoned in the ordinary way by the vigiles – except that he was told to come at top speed. The authorities wanted him to whisk away this tortured body before she, and the abominable manner in which she had been killed, attracted public notice.


Keeping it quiet would be impossible. The public had already seen the group of us rushing to the theatre. Gawkers all over the Field of Mars expected a sensation, because people knew a killer was at large. They cannot have guessed what was coming this time. We got wind of it, however, as soon as we entered: we could smell the dung and hear the giant wild aurochs scraping its hoofs and furiously bellowing. An amphitheatre battle bull, weighing fifteen hundred pounds, is terrifying.


He was famous. His name was Buculus. He would not stand dribbling in a stall while people fed him grass. He preferred to trash the stall.


We already knew this poor woman had been deliberately lured there by someone who intended her to suffer. She had not come teetering into the auditorium, dreaming of some acting role she coveted, then wandered onstage where she had a cruel face-to-face encounter with a primeval bull.


It was certainly cruel. But not face-to-face.


Nor was it accidental. A highly inventive madman, with at least one accomplice, had prepared the scene we had found at the Theatre of Balbus. It was meant to be a truly dreadful punishment. Merely to have the victim trampled or gored to death would have been too easy – and not theatrical enough – for the undertaker killer.










Chapter 2


Curious? Then hold on while I begin at the beginning. Phrygia’s was the second inexplicable death on the Campus Martius that morning. By the time her ghastly murder was discovered, I was already investigating the previous one, a case I had snitched from my father while he was away.


A couple of days of entertaining relatives during a festival were enough for my parents. Falco and Helena had rustled up a carriage from someone who had more sense than to go anywhere at the end of December. Then the dizzy pair took my three siblings rattling off down the misty Via Ostiensis to their coastal villa. The youngsters were now gathering driftwood on its storm-battered beach to warm up the draughty holiday home, while the parents pretended that seaside life was fun. I had been dragged along before, so I was having none of it. I stayed cosily in Rome with my own family.


I was not expecting interesting work for Falco – though we both knew I would steal anything that turned up. He had always been a private informer, and still kept his hand in, except when I managed to poach his clients: Dearest Father, I hope you and Mother enjoy a relaxing break. Have checked at the office. All extremely quiet, no need to rush home . . .


My family owned an auction house. Whenever my eccentric parents swanned off somewhere else, the staff were in charge, with me nominally supervising them. I was the eldest daughter, and fully trusted. An aunt did creative work on the accounts, but bills and receipts were taken to her at home; Maia could never be bothered to traipse all the way down from the Aventine and out to the Saepta Julia on the Field of Mars. It was my job to trundle across the city, banter with the porters and sweet-talk any customers.


The Saepta Julia was a huge two-storeyed gallery used by sellers of precious wares, or in our case mixed goods, some desirable, some less so. We had no control over what people chose to sell, though we cheerily auctioned anything.


There were no sales during the holiday. I knew how to run a sale and could even wield the gavel, but nothing was booked until well into New Year. I only came for a gossip. I had brought my dog and my husband, to give them both a walk. It was understood that Barley must not chew furniture and that Tiberius Manlius was allowed to rootle through caskets of waiting lots, still desperately trying to find a Saturnalia present for me. He had promised a necklace but then found himself stuck at the goldsmith’s behind a long queue of forlorn husbands. Hieronymus would fulfil his orders at a leisurely pace through January. Instead, Tiberius now hoped to find me something antique.


I explained what this meant. ‘It will cost you twice as much and the clasp won’t work. If you take it to be mended, Hieronymus will put you right back at the end of his queue – but maybe it will be ready for my birthday.’ My birthday was four months away. Tiberius knew, because he first met me in April.


He unfolded the X-frame of a battered old Egyptian stool, then dropped cautiously onto its rope seat. Barley the dog sat alongside, happy to have us together in one pack. ‘I’m hopeless,’ he conceded, scratching the dog’s ears. ‘Why did you marry me?’


‘I believed your sales patter. Didn’t you promise me a life of luxury?’


‘I thought you were living on salt fish and pomegranates. Anything else would seem good by comparison.’ His grey eyes were penitent. It was a tease, but I liked him making the effort.


Since I was a typical informer, there was truth in what he said. Both our lives took a jolt after we met. His reputation wavered because of his marriage to me, though oddly enough our union had made me half respectable. Now he was trying to establish himself in a building firm, while I put my salt-fish funds into provisions for our growing household. Builders take a long holiday over New Year. So, with festival bills to cover and mine the only income this month, when a man turned up asking for Father while we were at the Saepta, I went straight away onto the alert. Tiberius mooched back to rootling.


Barley gave one woof at the visitor, to establish that she could sink her teeth into him if she wasn’t the nerviest dog in Rome. After that, she hid behind me. I was afraid of no one. I certainly saw nothing to worry about in the new arrival. He had a workaday cloak over a dull tunic. He looked more like a traveller passing through than someone wanting an auction. Still, he might have inherited a house from a rich patron. In our world, you never judge by appearance. Punters tend to skulk behind pillars like runaway financiers, while most professional dealers look like rat-catchers. You can never be sure.


I asked for a name, but he took no notice. ‘Falco about?’ His voice attracted attention, an easy, resonant baritone that carried around the Saepta’s near-deserted upper gallery. Barley put out her snout and woofed again, though quietly.


‘Gone on holiday. I am a daughter. Can I help?’


‘How do I contact him?’


‘Oh, he’ll be back when he’s ready. If it’s about a sale that’s already pegged on the calendar, see the head porter. He’s the old soul who looks half dead. If it’s new work, talk to me.’


The man had a square face, once handsome, with grey hair, and a confident manner. His frame must have been sturdy in younger years, though he now had stiffer bones and feebler flesh on him. He gave me a stare, then tried another ploy: ‘Is Helena Justina with Falco?’


‘He took her to carry the luggage.’ I stared back. It was unusual that he had come here if he knew my parents socially but of course if he had been to their townhouse, there was no one at home. ‘Falco and Helena will be together until they are taken up in the same cloud of mist to dance among the stars.’


The jokes and my romancing seemed to convince him that I knew them. Even so, he was desperate for some authority figure he could relate to. ‘That your husband?’ He nodded at Tiberius, who waved a hand to say he refused responsibility. He was burrowing despondently in a chest at the other end of the balcony. He kept holding up objects for my approval, so while I talked to the stranger, I was shaking my head and rejecting them. Who wants a dormouse pot? No one. That was why they regularly came to auction.


‘So, you are in charge?’ the visitor accepted gruffly.


‘Afraid so.’ I was close to thirty, well-dressed, wearing a wedding ring, self-assured. If he really knew my parents, he ought to know what quality of person they would leave behind to speak for them. None of these reliable traits had impressed the man, but I was still wondering whether there might be work for me here. I hid my impatience. ‘I am the eldest, next generation. You don’t say when you saw Falco and Helena last, but they have us three girls now, plus Alexander Postumus.’


He gave a start. ‘Thalia’s strange nipper?’ I lifted my chin. He twigged that I wouldn’t let him insult my adopted brother. ‘Sorry. He seems an interesting boy! I met him with Thalia last month.’


Not many people would validate themselves by reference to Postumus, let alone mentioning his birth-mother, who happened to be an exotic snake dancer. Such things happen in our family, though perhaps not in yours.


‘With Thalia?’ I warmed up enough to smile. ‘That would have been when Postumus caused a man to be suffocated by a python, then set an arena on fire?’ I let myself reminisce mildly enough. ‘Our darling does have a few accidents, though he never intends to be bad. Thalia sent him back to us, so he is away with the parents. I’m sorry but I really cannot say when they are all coming home.’ I folded my arms, the gesture of a woman who would give no more until provided with references.


The man grudgingly accepted he was stuck with me. ‘I am Davos.’


It meant nothing.


‘I know Falco and Helena – met them must be nearly twenty years ago. You were not in the picture then!’ he declared, almost accusingly.


‘I am now,’ I answered, staying calm. The parents must have met him on an adventure before they found and adopted me. They would have been newlyweds twenty years ago, while I was still a lonely street child in Britain. I had never imagined two slightly eccentric Roman people would one day pluck me out of misery and bring me here. Still, I reckoned I had settled in. I could hold my own against local attitudes. ‘If you need something, Davos, I am the woman to ask.’


Davos was bridling again. ‘Look, I have an emergency on my hands.’


‘Try me!’ I challenged. This was hard work. As a woman running a business in imperial Rome, fortunately I was used to it.


Tiberius had noticed the change in our voices, so he wandered over. He was holding a flying-phallus lamp. With most of my attention still on the visitor, I gave it a mischievous gleam of approval. The male organ turned up at a good angle to its hanging chain, though to my mind its feathery wings were not cute enough. We had little boys at home who would think it screamingly funny, but this was supposed to be a present for me. Tiberius conceded the point, grinning.


Breaking in on our silent exchange, Davos became agitated. ‘I came to see Falco – and I can’t wait. I shall tell you what has happened, but you will need a strong stomach. A couple are in trouble – names your parents used to know. The man has died – murdered, cruelly. Falco and Helena would remember him, Chremes, and his wife. We all met up in Syria—’


‘Oh! Falco’s playwriting period.’ Still not absorbing the real situation, I was smiling. Both my parents talked of their eastern adventures fondly; a play Falco had adapted for performance had even been recently revived. ‘So, Davos, you were in the theatre company they travelled about with?’


Davos looked grim. ‘Yes, but I manage my own outfit now, joint venture with Thalia. We’re all back in Italy, so the old troupe and mine often follow each other around on the circuit, or we even work in parallel for festivals . . .’ He was talking to delay explaining why I needed a strong stomach. ‘People know me. They know Chremes and Phrygia are my oldest friends. His actors are desperate and have asked me what to do—’


Tiberius cut in: ‘What happened?’


Davos straightened up. ‘Chremes was found this morning in Domitian’s Stadium. He must have been there all night. Jupiter knows when he actually died. He could not escape – he couldn’t move. Nobody heard him, if he cried out.’ Davos choked. ‘It’s shocking. He was an old man, a man of refinement. He would have been mortified—’


‘How?’ I pressed him gently.


‘He had been stripped naked and hung up to die on a cross.’










Chapter 3


Crucified? Some genial fellow-traveller my parents once knew? A friend from their long-ago romp around Syria, when they were living in tents and acting on wooden stages? We all took a moment to breathe.


Crucifixion: a criminal’s death. It was the time-honoured punishment for slaves who had killed their masters or for rebels, pirates, disgraced soldiers, political blasphemers, anyone too low to be shown human respect. Cynics might say anybody poor. No one who can afford a lawyer dies in that way.


To the Roman mind, crucifixion is a perfect method of execution, since it makes the convict suffer unbearable pain and humiliation, while witnessing such agony may deter others from committing the same crimes. Unlike death in the amphitheatre, no one needs to scour remote provinces for expensive lions. It is embedded in the Roman psyche, most famously since Crassus had thousands of Spartacus’s followers hauled up to rot on crosses all along the Via Appia from Capua to Rome. Schoolboys who are thrilled by that episode are not always told that Crassus, a byword for greed, later died horribly himself when molten gold was poured down his throat by Parthiams. Crassus’s head was then used as a football in a performance of The Bacchae.


I come from Britain. I wish I could say the wood and water tribes are less barbaric than the iron-clad masters of Rome’s ‘civilised’ Empire, but truth is never so simple. During the Boudiccan Rebellion the luckiest dead had their heads hacked off and deposited as gifts to the river gods; unluckier Romans of both sexes were suspended bloodily from trees, after mutilations that suggested British forest gods are seriously sick spirits. I cannot bear to think what may have befallen my lost birth-parents.


The world is cruel. Victims of terrible crimes and their devastated relatives may welcome crucifixion. If it really deters crimes and prevents other victims having to suffer, so be it.


I had heard that, when conducted properly, this punishment should be supervised by an officer of at least centurion rank, using specialist troops. Cynics will say those soldiers are trained in how to prolong the agony yet, to be fair, the ritual scourging, with severe loss of blood and other fluids, may actually hasten the end for a victim. The soldiers must remain on site until the criminal is dead so, being anxious to return to their barracks, they will naturally help things along by breaking large bones, battering the chest, lighting asphyxiating fires and spearing the heart. None of this is necessarily done from cruel motives. A soldier who risks death in battle may perhaps feel considerate of another’s pain.


Without help, death on the cross can take many hours or even days. There will be cardiac arrest, organ failure, severe respiratory distress and mental torment. In Rome, the Esquiline Gate had once been the official site for executions – an outside place, to avoid polluting the sacred city.


Unofficial crucifixion was murder; murder was a crime with a special court and judiciary. It would certainly go down very badly with the Emperor if killing was being carried out in such a gruesome manner inside a jewel of his civic building programme, his spanking new stadium on the Field of Mars. Domitian loved his stadium, where he staged high-flown Greek-style athletics contests. These, our paranoid Emperor thought, gave polish to his image as a generous, civilised ruler.


It was a weird place for a killer to choose, though the location was only part of the mystery.


 


Tiberius had gone indoors to fetch a portable chair from the office. We seated Davos so he could recover a little. He leaned his elbows on the chair arms, head lowered. Tiberius resumed his wonky pharaonic stool. Barley lay down by him. I propped myself against the balustrade around the upper balcony.


With our premises on two levels, we stored heavy goods downstairs. Up here, Falco had corralled a small area where he passed off pre-sale ‘bargains’ on private buyers. I fetched out Father’s wine-flagon, with the very small cups he gave these special customers. It was good strong stuff, as he wanted to enjoy it himself, to give added conviction. Davos tried it, then raised his cup to the absent Falco. We all gulped, then put down our empties on the ground.


Still frowning, Davos supplied more details. Chremes and his wife had led a touring theatre troupe, which, though Davos called it tattered, had managed to survive for years. Now back in the home country, they regularly performed in southern Italy, occasionally went north towards the Alps, and once a year visited Rome. Chremes no longer acted, but he remained a passionate company manager, supported by his equally strong wife. He had presence, which he needed to gain official approval to take part in major festivals – most recently he had secured a place at the Plebeian Games. They mainly took place in the Circus Maximus, with a ceremony dedicated to Jupiter on the Ides of November, plus chariot races, all preceded by five days of theatrical performance.


Tiberius interjected, ‘I had some involvement in that, Davos. Selecting plays.’ Because he was modest about his role as a magistrate, I supplied the detail that he was a plebeian aedile. They organised those games, so last month he had viewed rather a lot of rehearsals while he chose the official programme. ‘So, did I see Chremes?’ he wondered. I knew he was aching to check his notes (Tiberius took careful meeting memos, the full stylus-and-wax-tablet works, then kept them for months afterwards). He very much wanted to pinpoint this troupe in his mind.


‘You must have vetted them, and my own group too. We were both chosen – different plays, different days, obviously. That meant,’ said Davos, with regret, ‘I was too busy with my own production to mingle socially. We all stayed on afterwards, wintering in Rome, hoping for more work at Saturnalia and New Year, but I still missed my chance to greet my old friend. I’ve been spending time with Thalia—’


‘You know Thalia?’ asked Tiberius, being careful not to give any verdict on her startling physique and character.


‘Know her? Rather more than that! You’ve met her? What a cracker! We call ourselves a couple. Mind you, Thalia bonds more closely with her bloody snake.’


‘Jason,’ I said. We all honoured Jason the python with a respectful pause.


‘Don’t tangle with him!’ agreed Davos. I knew Jason was a big boy nowadays, full of reptilian mischief. ‘I shall never know how the woman does it . . . Anyway, she and I were catching up, which is an exhausting process – not least because of having to wrestle the bloody python into his basket, or he gets jealous – so I failed to come over the river to visit Chremes. Now he is lost for ever.’


‘And in a horrible way,’ I hinted, to bring Davos back to the story.


He took the cue. Chremes and his troupe had been renting rooms around the Field of Mars, attracted by the Saturnalia trinket stalls and the merry atmosphere. Actors and their support teams enjoy wine and all that goes with it during a festival. Yesterday Chremes suddenly went missing. It was odd. He and his wife were in decent lodgings, a treat they always gave themselves even if the actors and musicians grumbled. He went out and never came home. She kicked up a fuss. She was so agitated that their company members were persuaded to leave their lower-class rooming-houses and go out searching.


Somebody spotted a fake play notice. Scrawled on a wall outside Domitian’s Stadium, it claimed Chremes was due to act there, though he had not mentioned this to anyone. The stadium was never used for plays: there was only a running track and no stage for drama.


Immediately they went inside, the searchers saw their missing man, his naked corpse dangling from a large wooden cross.


With foreboding, I asked Davos, ‘What was the play? The play they saw advertised outside the stadium?’


He could see I had guessed it. Tiberius had realised too, for he was already shaking his head in disgust. ‘Laureolus,’ confirmed Davos. His voice was grim. Like us, he despised the piece. Laureolus was always one of the most popular plays in Rome, but after Domitian gave it at the opening of the Flavian Amphitheatre, it acquired an added twist. Nowadays its appeal is loathsome.


Laureolus, the lead character, is a bandit. This colourful anti-hero has lively adventures, makes wisecracks to the audience, robs other characters with gusto, then is pursued, caught and punished. As an outlaw, he suffers crucifixion. Sometimes in performance his death is speeded up by bringing on a savage bear. An audience won’t sit on hard stone seats for days: they want sudden horror to scream at, then smartly off home for their dinners. A bear does the trick.


Why is this needed? What now makes this play so very, very popular is that the lead actor doesn’t simply nip down a trapdoor or slide into the wings to die. Directors force a willing criminal to play the main part. Doomed to the arena anyway, the condemned man has a moment of acting glory, then perishes to wild applause: Laureolus really dies onstage.










Chapter 4


‘Has this all been reported?’ Tiberius was bound to ask that. He had only a week left as a magistrate, but he would not waste a day of it.


‘Useless!’ Davos growled. ‘I wasn’t present when the body was found, but apparently some turd in a toga, a praetor, rushed along in a panic—’


‘A praetor! That’s over the top.’ Praetors ran the legal system. These lofty judiciaries tended to keep aloof, lest they be contaminated by experience of real life.


‘Presumably called in because the locus is so prestigious,’ Davos growled.


‘Know his name?’ demanded my husband.


‘Corvinus. Minimal interest, once he’d taken a squint. So long as Chremes is speedily removed, and the stadium made to look as if nothing ever happened, he’ll dump any work on the local vigiles.’


‘Are they being helpful?’ Tiberius asked. I knew better than to bother. The vigiles would hate dealing with a very public, sordid crime like this.


‘A joke!’ scoffed Davos. ‘That was why the lad from Chremes’s company was sent running to me. You must know the attitude. Actors don’t count. Bunch of noisy nuisances, terrible dress code, foul habits, bound to be drunk . . . The official take says this is a stunt that went wrong.’


‘Oh, what stupidity!’ scoffed Tiberius.


‘Just ducking a problem,’ I told him.


‘Right,’ said Davos. ‘The red-tunics are asking a few questions in the neighbourhood – did anyone see anything? No? Oh, it’s persons unknown, then! End of story.’


I glanced at Tiberius. ‘Seventh Cohort,’ I commented, without enthusiasm.


‘Ursus?’


‘No, the Seventh cover both the Circus Flaminius and the Transtiberina. Ursus is out-stationed in the Transtib. It will be his senior putting his feet up here.’


‘Pity.’ Tiberius meant that we knew Ursus. The investigator-in-chief on this side of the Tiber was bound to be hostile: he would not want to work with an informer, especially one he did not know. In any case, the Seventh were routinely derided as the worst of all the vigiles cohorts. Prejudiced slackers. History of bending rules.


Davos was being realistic about his own profession. Actors ranked with gladiators and brothel-workers – social outlaws. A dead actor barely counted as a loss of human life. Still, the involvement of Domitian’s Stadium meant the Seventh would have to close the case somehow. A report would be required. I assumed that, like most of his colleagues, their man in charge of investigations was perfectly capable of inventing some story for his tribune, especially when it was likely to be passed on to the Emperor. He would have to do better than ‘a stunt that went wrong’, though.


Davos grumbled, ‘We want to find out what happened. We need a decent investigator, not somebody who looks the other way.’


Tiberius nodded understandingly. ‘So you came to see Falco.’


‘I’ve seen Falco solve knotty mysteries. But it’s no use if he’s not here.’


‘Hold on! You have an excellent alternative. Marcus Didius trained Flavia Albia,’ my husband argued. ‘She uses his methods, she is highly intelligent, people respond well. You can trust her.’ Ever the best of marketeers, he added demurely, ‘And at reasonable rates!’


I gave Davos a smile. ‘As you see, Tiberius Manlius receives no dinner at home unless he lathers on flattery.’


‘Might you take an interest yourself, Aedile?’ Davos asked him, sounding hopeful, but Tiberius demurred: at New Year he would be too busy arranging his replacement’s official handover. In addition, he pointed out, this district was not his; he had best not interfere in another aedile’s patch. I noticed he made no offer to speak to his colleague about the problem. That might have been because Tiberius Manlius thought the other three men who shared his role were place-holding incompetents. Besides, with a new intake taking office next week, his current colleagues would have laid down their styluses and sloped off to their rural villas.


We were different. Hell, we were different in many things! At this point in early married life, we were barely holding together one new home, let alone a string of holiday estates, like most officials.


Reluctantly, no doubt, Davos returned to me. ‘So, Falco taught you?’


‘Everything he knows, or so he maintains.’ To prove it, I produced a scowl like his. My father did not believe in toadying to clients, using earnest claims of thoroughness and skill. He was himself, take it or leave it. If he liked your job, he would do it. Thank him and pay up. The method suited me, too. I gave examples for Davos: ‘Poking your nose in without being asked. Upsetting the authorities, offending victims’ relatives – all while sticking to a fixed belief that everything anyone tells you will be lies.’


‘Sounds like him!’


‘We worked as a team briefly, while I was starting out,’ I said patiently, ‘but you must know, Davos, the only partner Marcus Didius ever really likes is Helena Justina.’


‘I remember! I am willing to put in cash,’ Davos offered. ‘I haven’t asked Phrygia whether she wants an investigation, but I guess she will. How can she not? They had been together a long time – she’ll be distraught and won’t let him go without an explanation. She will hate what’s been done to him and will need to understand. I came straight here – I haven’t seen her yet. Thalia will be prepared to club in something. She knew Chremes. Hades, who in the business didn’t? Your work will be funded.’


I said frankly that we needed the money. I suspected my parents might help out for free, if these were old friends. Davos might have expected that. But I had a living to earn, and since he seemed willing, I offered him a discounted rate, with a promise to minimise expenses. We shared a joke that Falco had certainly not taught me considerate cost-control. Father’s idea was to charge as much as possible.


Then, with no time to waste before any clues disappeared, I began at once.


 


Davos and Tiberius came with me, curious to see the scene. My dog Barley circled ahead of us, pretending she knew the way. The new stadium was close enough. All we needed was to walk across the back of the Pantheon Baths. It would have been easy, but for having to skirt around Agrippa’s Lake. On the far side of this notable sheet of water, silvered beneath the winter sky, lay both the long Stadium and the neater semi-circle of the Odeum. These gorgeous buildings were laid out parallel to the Saepta Julia and at right angles to the extensive, much older, Theatre of Pompey, with its big complex of colonnades and temples. Once occupied by a muddle of workshops and even by poor housing, this whole area had been burned out by the huge city fire during Titus’s reign that we all still remembered anxiously. After Titus died everything was rebuilt by Domitian, much more formally.


As we walked, tightening cloaks around us, I mentally prepared questions. I would have written the list in a note-tablet, but anyone who has ever tried to write while on the move will know why I did not.


 


How was the victim lured or brought here?


Did he know his killer?


If the place was locked up for Saturnalia, how did they get in?


Why the stadium?


How many people were involved in erecting the crucifix, and putting him onto it?


Where did they get the cross? How was it fetched here?


Why did no one nearby see or hear anything (or did they?)


Then, why, for Heaven’s sake? What was the motive?


 


A couple of bored vigiles, hard ex-slaves in red tunics, were guarding the grand entrance on the straight end of the stadium.


‘Who is your officer?’


‘Mucius.’ The name was unfamiliar. We had been right: no chance of leverage.


I let the men debate getting permission, while I slipped past and went straight in. Falco had taught me to seize opportunities. He reckoned you can achieve a lot by simply behaving as if you have the right to be somewhere.


I knew he sometimes brought my young brother to the foot-races – it was easy to obtain last-minute tickets since Father worked at the Saepta. He knew the gate-keepers, of course; Father knew everyone. I never came. The prudish Emperor Augustus had barred women from watching athletics – we could see arena bloodshed, but nude running might excite our passions so this was my first visit.


The place was striking: the largest stadium outside the Circus Maximus, which has a cruder presence that reflects its great antiquity. Completed only about three years ago, this was much more elegant. Its expensive marble style matched the Flavian Amphitheatre, created by Vespasian; Domitian probably used the same workforce and materials. His father’s financial acumen had certainly supplied the funds. Rabirius, the talented designer of imperial palaces, had also built this. Like all his projects, it was a beauty.


A classic Greek shape but with Flavian design elements, two layers of barrel vaulting supported the seat tiers. Exterior ornament was clean travertine stone, with two orders of engaged columns, simple and stylish. Service corridors ran beneath, where scruffy stalls and ambulant prostitutes had already established themselves, but commerce was politely hidden from sight. We had approached at the flat end, which was topped by gilded victory statues.


Inside, too, everything was exquisitely faced with pure, elegant marble. In the enormous space, it took me a few moments to identify various clusters of activity. The two steep banks of seats began at a height of about fifteen feet and must have risen to a hundred at their highest, so all views of the track were perfect, unless a giant with a big hat was seated in front of you. A few silent men I guessed were from the theatre company were squatting at ground level; they were slumped in attitudes that suggested they had found the body, shocked and grief-stricken. I could let them wait. They were not going anywhere.


Grand architectural features marked entrances halfway down each side and at the far-off hemispherical end. Near the entrance I had used loafed a couple more vigiles, rough-and-ready bare-armed men in red, like the ones outside. They had been left ostensibly on guard; they had a civilian with them, a weedy, shifty man who I guessed was the custodian. They had already lost interest in the crime scene. While I got my bearings, I could hear them discussing a completely different incident in which a local mother whose husband had left her could not cope with his desertion: she suffocated their two children and then killed herself. Engrossed in their blame for the woman, the gossiping men took no notice of me. I walked in past them and paused.


There were starting-blocks on one side at this end. The wide track ran away impressively, up and around the distant U-bend before returning. In the distance I made out a small group of dedicated runners. Amazingly, they were at practice as if it was a normal day for them. To get there they must have walked in like me, right at the scene of tragedy. Clearly it had not deterred them.


In the middle lay a long empty area. On this open ground, I could see where the crucifix must have stood, though it had now been taken down. It would have been a dramatic sight. Anyone who entered the stadium was meant to stop dead. A statement killing, absolutely. I visualised it, then hunched in my cloak, depressed.


Workers – ragged public slaves with shovels – were already filling in the hole where the cross had been set up. Rome has its priorities. Were it not for all the coming and going on restitution, those obsessive runners at the far end would probably have been completing full laps. I scoffed to myself grimly that they could have practised how to avoid a fellow athlete who stumbled and fell: they could have dodged their way around the stiffening corpse. That was because he was still there, lying on the track.


Chremes had been moved from his original place, though he remained on the cross. That shocked me. The big wooden construction must have been hauled out of the hole, then carried away piecemeal, leaving drag marks that one slave was sweeping over. Despite adding to the weight, the victim had been left fastened there. Did the slaves not want to touch him – or had they not cared?


I walked over to where his corpse waited for attention. Alongside, a big-wheeled cart with an open back, all painted black, clearly belonged to local morticians. Its donkey twitched his tail at flies as Barley went to say hello. It looked a heavy vehicle: deep wheel ruts had scarred the athletics track. A slave was tutting over that, getting no reaction.


A man with a boy assistant was taking a professional interest in the corpse. They had a stretcher ready on the ground but so far they were just maundering. I did not interrupt. Since the body remained fixed in position, I was able to make an assessment in situ.


The way the cross lay on the ground, Chremes was now staring up at the sky. He must have been over seventy, if not older, as Davos had implied. He would have been a tall man. He had the belly of someone who had enjoyed life, though his elderly limbs were bony, their skin blotched by poor circulation, a long-term condition, not a product of recent assault. The head that lolled on his scrawny neck would have been called noble if he was some old togate Republican, though his straggling grey hair was artistically long, curling at the ends. He had not bothered to shave during the five-day holiday – I could make that out from his visible neck and chin. Part of his face was hidden. He was gagged, with what looked like a loincloth, presumably his own.


Where were his other clothes? Nowhere visible.


Prior to death he had been beaten. Somebody had put passion into that; it implied a deep personal motive for this crime. There was dried blood, apparently from flaying wounds on his back and sides, though I would need to see the body turned over to be certain. Perhaps he had been dead or unconscious when he arrived. Perhaps, when I discovered more about how the crime was carried out, I would feel glad that he had lost any awareness of events.


Preparations to fasten him up could have been made with the fully-formed cross lying on the ground, though at official execution sites uprights are left standing in pre-dug holes, ready for future use. Crosspieces are brought along for each new punishment. Criminals can be hoisted aloft, already fixed to the crosspieces, or lifted on afterwards. Either way, setting up must have taken at least two other people, plus ropes and stepladders. This cannot have been a single-perpetrator murder.


Whatever the order in which it was organised, Chremes’s arms had been fastened to the crosspiece. Tight binding around his wrists continued to near the elbows. I assumed that wrists alone would not bear the full weight of a body. It was neat, serious ropework, by people who were used to fixing things.


The dead man’s feet had been immobilised on either side of the sturdy wooden upright: what looked like long military nails were hammered in through each ankle. As I stood silently noting details for myself, the undertaker was explaining to his apprentice: ‘Nailing the feet stops their legs kicking. It’s not needed for the process. I’ve seen them use a small support for the feet.’


‘To help him stay up?’


‘Drags things out longer. Death happens because the bodyweight is pulling down on the arms. He can’t breathe. His chest muscles will not work, so he has to heave himself up on his stretched arms, for as long as he can manage it. He will try to snatch gulps of air, but pretty soon he’s dying from no breath and exhaustion.’


The snub-nosed boy listened as if he was used to grisly lectures. He was just waiting patiently so they could get on. He looked a smart little biscuit: he was turned out in a neatly belted tunic, with a clean face and his dark hair combed. I expect his family was pleased he had a steady job. He was about ten.


His master, a solid lump of nearer forty, boasted a paunch as hard as a wine barrel, piggy eyes, a puffy face, and the swagger of a man who openly enjoyed the putrid side of his trade. Myself, I would never place a child in his care, however much I might need extra income for my family. ‘In many forms of unnatural death, you have to consider accident or suicide. In crucifixion that can be ruled out. Look how well he’s roped on. He never did that to himself.’


‘Somebody put him up there?’ The boy took an interest obediently.


The undertaker now deigned to notice me, so he could roll his eyes at the boy’s dumb questions.


‘Yes, this poor man has been murdered,’ I said. ‘I am Flavia Albia,’ I explained quietly. ‘I have been hired to ascertain the facts for the victim’s wife and associates.’


‘Oho!’ exclaimed the undertaker. He leaped back with his hands aloft, as if this news astonished him. ‘A woman enquirer?’ He stopped posturing and commented, ‘I suppose another female will be a comfort to the widow.’


‘Having her questions answered properly may give her most relief!’ I flashed back.


He deduced that I was trouble. I had already decided that he was going to hamper my investigation.


Hey-ho. A good business relationship is useful – but for an informer it is often a forlorn hope.










Chapter 5


I squared up to him. ‘Let’s set the boundaries, then you can get on – and so can I. You are the vigiles’ duty mortician, I take it? I’m looking for answers so if you spot anything helpful, please pass on details. On the city west side, I regularly deal with a colleague of yours called Fundanus. What’s your name?’


‘Suedius. Let me explain, I don’t expect you know this, we’re in the full glare of public interest. The troops want to go slow but they have to show willing. A praetor has been to inspect the scene.’


‘Corvinus,’ I said, to irritate the patronising swine with my prior knowledge. ‘Poked his nose in, sodded off. The vigiles will cope in their own way – he left them to it. I expect he doesn’t want to attach his illustrious name to anything that looks difficult.’


Suedius sniffed. ‘In view of the special location, I have to clear away the remains. It’s needed for public decency.’ He applied fake humility, while he whined, ‘As the deceased is coming to me, I expect to organise his send-off – normal procedure. No objections? I assume someone will be paying for any private ceremonials?’


‘Someone will let you know.’ I could feel myself being boot-faced.


‘You cannot sign off on it yourself?’ he insinuated hopefully.


‘Not my role, I’m afraid.’ I might end up helping, though I first had to confirm with the widow that she wanted me involved. Until I had met her, I would never take decisions or incur bills. Especially for a funeral: every element can cause discord. Unhappy people find reasons to flare up: cremation versus interment, urn versus memorial plaque, ask the aunt from Caere or snub the brother with the drink habit . . . I do like to observe who falls out with whom during the bereavement period, but the burial process is their business.


‘Who will be mourning the deceased?’ Suedius still meant, who could he charge for the rites?


I accepted that he had a job to do. ‘He leaves a widow and many friends. There may be interest from the actors’ guild. His name is Chremes. Assume that everyone he knew will be distraught, and please treat him as a respected member of the community.’ Suedius pulled a face. He was crude, but I had to continue sounding reasonable. ‘I will need to know where you are taking him, please. Apart from informing his associates where he is lying, a check on the corpse by eye in the open air may not answer all necessary questions.’ I unbent somewhat: ‘I can mention your involvement. I’ll do it when I’m talking to his nearest, as soon as the moment seems right.’


‘Ah! Very courteous.’ Don’t push it, slimeball! ‘The boy will tell you our business premises.’


The boy spotted my note-tablet, so he seized it from me of his own accord and wrote down an address: by a crossroads on the Vicus Pallacinae.


Barley went up to sniff this boy, apparently an interesting experience. I watched. He had careful, rounded handwriting and managed without needing to draw lines first. I deduced Suedius must be illiterate. Though not unknown, a man in his position ought to have been able to read and write. I could see this child must have been to school for a year or two; now his job was to take down information. However long ago he started, the little lad was now confident and seemed to enjoy his responsibility.


‘Thank you. What’s your name?’


He looked surprised to be asked. ‘Sorgius.’ Young Sorgius shoved the tablet back at me, nervous of social interaction.


At this point Tiberius and Davos arrived. They glanced at the corpse, wincing.


‘Show some respect!’ Davos snatched a cloth that was lying on the stretcher, throwing it across the victim’s groin. Romans are not shy of nudity, but in crucifixion enforced nakedness adds to victims’ shame.


Suedius crouched and began to remove the loincloth gag, as if he had intended to do this all along but had been held up by me. With his face uncovered, we could see Chremes had been struck in the mouth, losing teeth. There were no signs on his knuckles or elsewhere that he had fought back. I presumed being punched happened prior to death and I suspected someone else had been holding him immobile while it happened. The abuse confirmed that somebody had really hated him.


Standing up awkwardly, Suedius went to the cart for a clanking tool-caddy, from which he produced a long set of pincers; I dreaded to think what he generally used them for. He stooped over the corpse. With difficulty, he hauled out the big ankle nails. Suedius then carefully unwound the ropes, which he coiled with maddening deliberation. Without needing instructions, the boy heaved the heavy loops up onto the cart. He knew what to do with anything they could make useful.


Once freed, Chremes’s body rolled sideways off the cross. I made Suedius pause while I glanced over the deep weals on the dead man’s back and sides, now they were exposed by his new position. ‘You haven’t found his clothes?’


‘What – are you saying I pinched them?’


I was not, though I felt he might have done. ‘I hope you wouldn’t be so crude. But where are his tunic and shoes? Was he stripped first, I wonder? These wounds don’t really show it.’ Some of the weals were too sharp-edged to have been inflicted through cloth, though others were less distinct, while a few had fibres visible in the dried blood.


As I made my inspection, I heard Davos sucking his teeth at the violence. ‘Did this beating happen at the stadium?’


‘Not here. No bloodstains or scuffling marks,’ Suedius told him. ‘At least the stadium boys haven’t had to clear that up. Does it matter?’


‘Everything matters.’ I was terse. A crime scene somewhere else would give me a second chance of clues or witnesses.


‘Oh, I wouldn’t worry, if I was you,’ he said complacently.


I managed not to snarl. I felt very aware of Davos, also on the edge of losing his cool, though out of the corner of my eye I could see Tiberius standing close, ready to discourage him. ‘I have to worry. Was he dead when they raised him aloft, do you think?’


‘Doubt it. If he was, why bother whacking him on his long bones?’ Suedius bent and pulled up one leg of the corpse, to show where someone had struck below the knee and broken the tibia. ‘The pain finishes off the business. Shock. Well, he would have been in a state beforehand, by the look of him, so more shock.’ Broken skin had bled, trickling down his leg, so from my medical knowledge Chremes had indeed been living when this blow was inflicted. Hopefully, he had not lasted much longer.


Suedius let go of the leg. Davos flinched as it fell back. ‘Steady,’ I chastised the unfeeling mortician. He gave me a nasty look. I returned it, close to letting fly at him.


Suedius blanked me. To Davos, he said, ‘He must have gone very quick once they smashed his leg. They haven’t bothered to spear him. What I’m saying is, if they knew what they were doing, they would have come prepared for a good poke in the ribs. Sharp blade on a long pole. To finally do for him.’


Like me, Davos had to restrain himself. Set-faced, he pushed aside the boy and, with Tiberius to help, he lifted his old friend himself. That ensured the retrieval was conducted with some gentleness. After laying the corpse on the stretcher and placing that on the cart, Davos again gave the dead old man a covering, this time not just for modesty but spreading the cloth over him completely as if to blot out what had happened. He stood for a moment with his head down.


Oblivious, the heartless funeral director repeated, ‘A good big whack to break his leg. Then they probably left him here on his own for a nice quiet passing in the dark.’


‘In the dark?’ I queried.


He nodded. ‘All kicked off last night, if you ask me. From the state of the body—’


‘Thank you. I understand!’ I managed to stop him.


Tiberius had moved back to examine the cross, though he made no comment. He picked up the two huge nails, which he inspected. He looked like any foraging building contractor as he discarded the one that had been badly bent, seeming to keep a reusable item. But he gave me a nod: he was securing evidence. ‘Military.’


‘Relevant?’


‘Probably not. Probably “fell off” a supply wagon. In the trade we come across ex-army components all the time – it’s almost legitimate. Every chandler has buckets of grey-market goods in his storage shed.’


Suedius and his boy began bashing apart the two elements of the cross, then made as if to haul the heavy wooden parts onto their cart alongside Chremes. My husband stopped them while he inspected the timbers too. Both pieces had been rough-hewn but the work was competent: even widths, no splinters. ‘What is happening about this timber, Suedius?’ Barely giving the man a chance to reply, Tiberius carried on, ‘Feel free to take the short baulk for pyres, if you can use it. That’s badly split, but the longer piece is still serviceable. Drop it off at the Saepta for me, will you? Say it’s for the aedile Faustus, Falco’s son-in-law. I’ll pick it up later.’


He had a way with him. It was no coincidence how he cunningly worked in his own title and made my father sound a well-known local character. Even Suedius silently complied. Once again Tiberius looked like a contractor pinching materials, yet I presumed a more respectable purpose.


 


It was nearly midday. The funeral director jauntily clucked up his donkey; the laden hearse jerked as the beast staggered and struggled. As it managed to move off, those runners came back from their exercise. Automatically, we split up: I apprehended the athletes, while Davos walked over to the group I assumed were his acting friends, and Tiberius went to talk to the vigiles.


The runners were sweating after their session. Barley gave them a woof on principle, then skulked with me in the face of their muscular bravado. Even at the end of December they had been exercising naked to show they were hardy professionals; some had yet to resume their tunics – not that they had much to hide. They were carrying a starting-block that they must have dug out from its proper position earlier. A public slave bustled up, tutting, and started banging it back into its running lane. Before the athletes sauntered away, I managed to talk to them.


They were dedicated to their life. I asked if this was their first return after the holiday. They grumbled that it had had to be. Even men as keen as them were obliged to observe Saturnalia. Once they were able to return here, nothing had stopped them. They admitted without shame that they had seen Chremes on the cross this morning. He was hanging there, looking dead already, when they came in. Members of his theatre troupe had just arrived and had found him. The tragic scene, in the runners’ opinion, was nothing to do with them. They were only annoyed because the body’s discovery meant too much was going on at this end of the stadium: they were prevented from using all the running track. They would have to practise full laps tomorrow.


I made myself sound neutral about their obsessiveness. ‘You come every day?’


‘Of course.’


‘Did you see anyone else this morning, either in here or just outside? Anyone except the dead man’s friends?’


‘Nobody.’ Would they have noticed? I wondered. Or were these hamstring heroes too preoccupied with times, muscles, breathing, cramps and competition?
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