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SCROLL I
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IT WAS EARLY MORNING ON THE FIRST day of the Saturnalia, the Roman mid-winter festival of gift-giving, feasting and dancing.


It was a topsy-turvy holiday when anything could happen.


In the port of Ostia, in a one-room shack behind a temple, eight sacred chickens were dancing on a table. Wearing tiny conical caps of different colours, they clucked happily and strutted in circles.


Threptus the soothsayer’s apprentice stood beside the table. He was playing panpipes made from Tiber reeds and stamping his right foot to make a belled ankle-bangle jangle.


Threptus loved the Saturnalia.


Everyone wore colourful clothes and the cone-shaped caps that slaves put on when they were set free. Patrons did not receive clients, but sent them gifts instead. Boys did not have to go to school. Girls did not have to weave at the loom. Slaves did not have to work, and some even traded places with their masters.


Threptus was not a slave, and he liked being a soothsayer’s apprentice, but he was looking forward to a week of fun, feasting and gifts.


On this special day, he wanted to wake his master in a special way: with the dance of the sacred chickens.


Still playing the panpipes and jangling his ankle-bangle, he dipped his free hand into an open sack on a low shelf and tossed a few grains of barley onto the table. The chickens eagerly gobbled up the treat and danced even harder.


‘Bweerp, bweerp, bweerp!’ they sang.


Fast asleep on a narrow bed against the raw plank wall, Floridius the Soothsayer snored contentedly.


From outside the one-roomed shack came a distant growl of thunder.


Threptus glanced nervously at a rectangular hole in the roof. This compluvium made the house delightfully cool in the summer, but in winter it let in the rain. On the table, the sacred chickens kept dancing, but their song of contentment was turning to clucks of alarm as the first drops of rain began to fall.


‘Bk-bk-bk-bk-bk!’


Threptus wanted his master to see the hens before Jupiter drenched their spirits, so he took the panpipes from his mouth.


‘Yo, Saturnalia!’ he shouted, then quickly resumed playing and stamping his jangly ankle-bangle.


Floridius rolled over to face Threptus. Was he awake? No. His eyes were still closed and his lips flapped as he breathed out.


Once again, Threptus stopped playing just long enough to shout, ‘Yo, Saturnalia!’


The rain was getting heavier. It drummed on the roof as the chickens began to utter their medium alarm call, ‘Bk-bk-bk, b’kak!’


Still Floridius slept on. His chubby cheeks were unshaven and his unbleached tunic spotted with red wine stains. He must have drunk at least four goblets of spiced wine the night before.


‘Bk-bk-bk, B’KAK!’ protested a fluffy black hen named Aphrodite. She was the best dancer, for she could strut out a double loop, the symbol for one thousand: ∞. But she hated the rain on her silky feathers and now she grumpily flapped down from the table. The others started to follow her.


‘YO, SATURNALIA!’ shouted Threptus at the top of his lungs.


CRACK! At the same moment a dazzling bolt of lightning lit up the shack.


‘Thunder!’ cried Floridius. He stumbled out of bed, jostling the low bedside table and knocking over the hot poculum Threptus had spent half an hour preparing. ‘Quickly! Fetch my thunder scroll! I must find out what it means!’


‘Bk-bk-bk, B’KAK!’ Aphrodite was drenched in warm, eggy wine, her fluffy black feathers soaked and matted. Felix the kitten appeared from under Floridius’s bed.


‘Me-oww!’ he said, and began to lap up the milky mixture.


‘Eheu!’ said Threptus. ‘Oh, no!’


All his preparations had been for nothing. The soggy hens were sheltering beneath the slick tabletop. The rain had made their jaunty felt caps bleed dye so that the three youngest hens – white pullets – were now stained pink, blue and green. The white silky hen named Candida was streaked with purple.


Threptus put on a brave smile. He did not want his master to see him unhappy. Without Floridius, he would still be an orphan beggar boy sleeping rough in the graveyard.


But Floridius did not notice Threptus’s wobbly smile or the spilled drink or even the colourful chickens under the table. He was unrolling a tattered papyrus roll. It was a special Etruscan almanac that told him what thunder meant on any given day of the year.


‘I must find out what today’s thunder omen means!’ he cried. ‘It could be something terrible!’




SCROLL II
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‘WHAT DAY IS IT?’ MUTTERED Floridius the Soothsayer as he searched his thunder scroll.


‘The Saturnalia,’ said Threptus in a small voice. ‘Today is the first day of Saturnalia.’


‘First day of the Saturnalia?’ lisped Floridius.


‘Oh, that’s a relief! If it thunders today, that means small locusts in the spring but a good crop anyway.’ He looked up at his apprentice and his smile faded. ‘Threptus!’ he cried. ‘What’s the matter?’


Threptus felt his lower lip quivering. ‘Yo, Saturnalia!’ he said bravely.


Floridius dropped the thunder scroll onto the bed. ‘What’s wrong, me little friend? Did the thunder frighten you? It’s only “Small Locust Thunder”.’


Threptus tried to keep his voice steady. ‘I didn’t have a Saturnalia gift for you, so I made you a hot poculum with the only egg and I’ve been training the chickens to do a special dance, but the rain has ruined everything.’


‘You don’t need to give me anything!’ Floridius went to Threptus and slung a chubby arm around the boy’s shoulders.


‘But I wanted to thank you for taking me in and making me your apprentice.’


Thunder rumbled again and a sudden gust threw a few hissing drops of rain onto the little clay oven in the corner. Beneath the table the chickens clucked miserably.


‘Bk-bk-bk-bk-bk!’


‘You don’t have to thank me,’ said Floridius.


‘What have I given you? A leaky shack full of damp chickens.’ He gave Threptus’s shoulders a squeeze. ‘But all that’s going to change. By the end of the week we’ll have new tiles on our roof and a glass skylight to make things cosy and warm.’


‘A glass skylight?’ breathed Threptus. He knew such things were rare and expensive.


‘Yes,’ said Floridius, looking up at the rainy hole in the roof. ‘A glass skylight that can be put in for winter and taken out in the summertime. Imbrex said he’ll do our roof for only a hundred sesterces: tiles, glass and all. Won’t it be good to have a nice cosy home?’


Threptus gave a shivering nod. ‘But where will we get one hundred sesterces?’


‘Sigilla!’ lisped Floridius. He went to his bed and pulled out two baskets full of moulded clay figurines. ‘We have fifty of these statuettes to sell. My pal Tongilianus let me have them for just fifty sesterces. He told me they fell off the back of an ox-cart. Ha, ha, ha!’


Threptus put his panpipes on a chair and took a jangly step to the baskets. One basket was full of identical naked bearded men, each holding what looked like one of Pistor’s big almond pastries. The other basket contained figurines of a woman in a long stola.


‘Who is the naked man?’ asked Threptus, picking up one of the figurines. ‘He looks angry.’


‘That is Jupiter Fulminata,’ said Floridius. ‘King of the gods.’


‘What’s he holding? It looks like one of Pistor’s almond pastries.’


‘You and your almond pastries!’ laughed Floridius. ‘Fulminata means “thunderer”. That is his thunderbolt.’


‘Is that what a thunderbolt looks like? Fat in the middle and pointy at either end? And twisty?’


Floridius nodded. ‘Thunderbolts are often twisty,’ he said. ‘And sometimes they have lightning and wings.’


Outside the shack, a real thunderclap split the morning. Threptus quickly put the Jupiter back in his basket.


Floridius laughed and ruffled his hair. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘It’s only “Small Locust Thunder”.’


‘But it was on the left-hand side,’ said Threptus. ‘Isn’t that unlucky?’


‘That only counts if you’re seeking a specific omen. When the thunder’s everywhere it’s the day that counts.’


Threptus didn’t really understand, so he just nodded. He picked up one of the female figurines. ‘Who is the lady?’


‘That’s no lady!’ cried Floridius. ‘That’s Jupiter’s wife! Ha, ha!’ He glanced heavenward and whispered, ‘Forgive me, O Juno.’
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