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    “In her addictively readable first novel . . . the food lore is fascinating and the time period is inherently dramatic. . . . ­Aficionados of all things SPQR will eat this up.”

    —Kirkus Reviews

    “Through the lens of a slave in ancient Rome, Crystal King ­illuminates a realm of seemingly impossible gluttony and excess, along with every other deadly sin. In the household of outrageous gourmand Apicius, he of extraordinarily decadent mores, one man, a slave, Thrasius, provides the sole ethical center. Feast of Sorrow is impossible to put down.”

    —Randy Susan Meyers, bestselling author of Accidents of Marriage

    “Crystal King’s debut is a feast for the senses, bringing ancient Rome to dark, vibrant life. Politics, intrigue, danger, and passion mix deliciously in this tale of a young slave vaulted into the corridors of power as personal chef to the ancient world’s greatest gourmet. Not to be missed!”

    —Kate Quinn, author of Mistress of Rome

    “Sometimes you just want a big, fat, juicy read, and Crystal King’s debut novel fits the bill. . . . Romance, power, politics, and mouth­-watering meals described in detail . . . We think we’ve just discovered the Food Channel’s first miniseries.”

    —The Huffington Post

    “Crystal King’s debut novel, Feast of Sorrow, tells the story of Apicius, the notorious gourmand of ancient Rome, from the viewpoint of his slave and cook Thrasius. It’s a dark and engrossing read and provides an evocative new perspective on the rule of Tiberius.”

    —Emily Hauser, author of For the Most Beautiful

    “Crystal King has written a delicious feast of a book, one that allows us to not only see but also taste ancient Rome in all its dark and varied appetites.”

    —Yael Goldstein Love, author of Overture

    “King’s descriptions of the food and entertainment are exquisite, her characters are beautifully drawn, and events and people of the times are deftly woven throughout. . . . A delight to the senses, King’s debut novel is to be savored and devoured.”

    —Library Journal (starred review)

    “The historical world of Feast of Sorrow lives and breathes, and it is a delight to follow its characters’ struggle for happiness and survival amid the simmering peril of Rome’s great houses. Even if you’re not a foodie drawn to novels of ancient Rome, this immersive, sensorily rich page-turner will take you for a delicious and unforgettable ride.”

    —Tim Weed, author of Will Poole’s Island

    “An engaging foray into the treacherous world of Claudio-Julian Rome from a fresh perspective. Who knew that the gourmand Apicius was larger than life? King deftly serves up intrigue, scandal, and heartbreak with lashings of exotic sauces, mouthwatering recipes, and the occasional drop of poison. Highly recommended.”

    —Elisabeth Storrs, author of the series Tales of Ancient Rome

    “Finely paced . . . The novel combines exotic menus with the melodrama of a Greek tragedy. King’s debut is a compelling historical drama with an appetizing center.”

    —Booklist

    “The ancient Rome of Crystal King’s Feast of Sorrow is filled with delectable dishes and astonishing injustice, deep loyalties and stunning loss. By the time you’re done, you’ll want a sip of honeyed water alongside some fried hyacinth bulbs. An engrossing read.”

    —Marjan Kamali, author of Together Tea

    “Ancient Rome comes alive with a remarkable degree of immediacy and authenticity. I savored every page of this compulsively readable novel.”

    —Lisa Borders, author of The Fifty-First State

    “King excels at researching a historical period, and her knowledge of the culinary life of early imperial Rome is second to none. When Thrasius cooks up a particular recipe for one of Apicius’s extravagant dinners, the reader’s mouth waters, even when the ingredients are unfamiliar. By re-creating Apicius’s famous recipes, the world of ancient Rome comes to vivid, sparkling life.”

    —Bookreporter
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For Joe, who always saves me



PART I

1 B.C.E. to 1 C.E.


TRAVELER’S HONEYED WINE

A long-lasting honeyed wine, which is served to travelers on the road: you put ground pepper with skimmed honey in a small cask instead of spiced wine, and as required, you pour out as much honey and mix with it as much wine as is to be drunk; but if you use a thin-necked vessel, you put a little wine in the honey mixture. Add enough for the honey to pour freely.

—Book 1.1.2, Mise en Place

On Cookery, Apicius



CHAPTER 1

Marcus Gavius Apicius purchased me on a day hot enough to fry sausage on the market stones. It was the twenty-sixth year of Augustus Caesar’s reign. I was nineteen and I’d been put up for sale at the slave auction in Baiae after three months under Titus Atilius Bulbus, a fat, swarthy beast I was glad never to see again. I thanked the gods for the day Bulbus realized that a good cook was worth ten times his weight in denarii and decided it was more advantageous to sell me than to sleep with me.

Midmorning, the slave master, a heavy man with a barrel-shaped torso supported by birdlike legs, shuffled me toward an empty pen at the end of the slave platform. He brought a stool so I didn’t have to sit on the dusty ground as two haggard old women scrubbed my naked body until not a trace of grime lingered on my skin. They trimmed my hair and scraped off my beard, leaving me cleaner than I’d been in months.

From my bench in the new pen, I heard my future master before I saw him.

“Ah, Master Apicius,” the slaver said in a simpering voice unlike the one with which he usually barked out commands at his slaves. “I am glad you are here. I have two others inquiring about the cook. I hoped you would arrive first.”

“Where is he?” Apicius asked, his voice a smooth baritone.

There was a rustle of tent flaps and the slap of sandals on the hot stones. I scrambled to my feet as they rounded the corner and came into view. Apicius looked about a decade older than me, with dark hair and an aquiline nose typical of a long Roman bloodline. An extraordinarily tall Egyptian with wick-black hair and biceps the size of ham hocks hovered in the background. I surmised that he was Apicius’s body-slave—the personal attendant who accompanied him everywhere.

The slaver opened the door to the pen and yanked me out to stand in front of Apicius, who took appraisal of my naked body, noting with his eyes that my head was bare. “No cap.” He nodded his approval. The lack of a slave cap meant the fat slave master would guarantee me for six months. It also meant I was worth more.

Apicius lifted the bronze plaque around my neck, freshly polished and etched with my credentials and history of ownership. I would wear it every day of my life as a slave. “Free of illness. Does not steal. Good, good. Thrasius, eh? That’s a Greek name.”

I nodded, unsure if I should speak.

“You were the coquus to Flavius Maximus?” Apicius let go of the plaque and it slapped against my chest. “Interesting. I dined with Maximus a few months before his death. We had sausages of pheasant, sweet melon relish, and a patina of small fry. Was that your doing?”

I gathered my courage and hoped my voice did not shake. I remembered that patina—an egg custard of which Maximus was quite fond. “Yes. The sweet melon relish was something new that I was trying.”

“How long did you work for Maximus?”

“I ran his kitchen for a year before he died. He was fond of entertaining.” My mind raced. Apicius was certainly interested in my cooking but what if this man was as cruel as Bulbus?

Apicius raised an eyebrow at me. “Can you make roasted peacock?”

“Yes. I have a recipe for peacock with damson raisins soaked in myrtle wine. It works equally well with partridge or duck. I’m sure you would find the dish to your liking.” I wiped sweat off my brow.

“What do you consider your specialty?”

“There are three,” I answered, raising my voice in order to be heard over the din of the market. “My ham in pastry, with honey and figs, has often been praised, but I have been told it is equaled by my truffles with pepper, mint, and rue. I can also make you a dish of roasted salt belly pork with a special mixture of garum, cumin, and lovage.”

Apicius smiled and started to ask another question. But the slave master was growing impatient. “The boy will make you famous,” he whispered to Apicius. “With him cooking, you will have clients and friends lining up in the morning, begging for a spot at one of your cenae!” He paused. Apicius glowed.

The slave master continued, “His talents go beyond that of the kitchen. He can read and write, he is excellent at figures, and he speaks several languages. This is the coquus for you!”

“Famous?”

The slave master cocked his head and smiled. “Most definitely.”

I expected Apicius to ignore the slaver’s words. Yet he asked my price of the slave master and the answer shocked me. Twenty thousand denarii! Slaves rarely sold for more than a few hundred denarii.

“Sotas!” Apicius beckoned to the body-slave. Disapproval briefly flashed across Sotas’s features as he stepped forward with a bag.

Apicius opened the bag to reveal several gold aurei, then laid the heavy pouch in the slaver’s dark calloused hand. “The argentarii know me well,” he said, gesturing in the direction of two men standing under a small canopy at the corner of the slave market. As representatives of the Roman bank, the argentarii were responsible for officiating over the larger sales, verifying credit, and making sure transactions went smoothly. “They will sign my letter of credit for the rest.”

The slave master grinned. He had profited heavily.

I would later learn that my selling price was more than all the other slaves sold that morning combined.

•  •  •

After the slave master had removed my shackles and thrown a threadbare tunic at me, Apicius motioned for me to follow. Sotas followed behind.

As we made our way through the Baiae streets, I could sense unease in my new dominus. Perhaps he was having second thoughts about the high price he paid for me.

When he spoke it was with impatience. “Tonight I’m having a small cena with a few close friends. Tell me what you will make for the meal.”

I faltered at my new master’s words. I gazed up at the laundry lines strung between the insulae we walked past, with colorful stolae hanging out to dry. The sun was already past its apex.

“I am unsure of the staples in your kitchen.” I kept my eyes down. My stomach churned as if I had eaten a rotten apple.

Apicius stepped around a small group of boys playing a game of knucklebones. “Never mind that. If you had any ingredient at your disposal, what would you make?”

“You said it was a small dinner?”

“Yes,” he affirmed.

“In that case, I would begin with a gustatio of salad with peppers and cucumbers, melon with mint, whole-meal bread, soft cheese, and honey cake.” I tried to draw on my memory of one of the last meals I’d made for Maximus.

Apicius licked his lips. “Yes, yes, go on.”

“Then pomegranate ice to cleanse the palate, followed by a cena prima of saffron chickpeas, Parthian chicken, peppered morels in wine, mussels, and oysters. If I had more time, I would also serve a stuffed suckling pig. And to close, a pear patina, along with deep-fried honey fritters, snails, olives, and, if you have it on hand, some wine from Chios or Puglia.”

“Perfect. Simple and the flavors would blend nicely at the beginning of a meal. Good.”

•  •  •

Apicius led us across the square to the altar to Fortuna Privata, the goddess of luck and wealth. I had been right in thinking my new master was worried about his purchase—it was the only reason he would need to ask the goddess for a divination. On the way to the altar, we stopped at a grocer’s stall to purchase offerings: a live goose, fruit, and honey cakes.

The altar was between two buildings on top of a tall stone platform that housed a richly adorned statue of the goddess. Sotas handed the goose to Apicius, who brought it toward the priest waiting next to the altar. My heart pounded. This divination was about me, about how I would affect the Gavian household. An unlucky reading would place doubt in Apicius’s mind, and the last thing I wanted was for Apicius to return me to that filthy slaver. He would beat me within an inch of my life for cheating him out of such a fortune. The gods only knew who I might end up with then—the slaver might decide to send me to the salt mines, which would be a death sentence. Few slaves lasted more than a year or two cutting salt.

The priest, a bald man with heavy-lidded eyes, wore red robes that, despite their color, could not hide the dark blood stains of his trade as a haruspex, one who gave divinations by viewing the entrails of sacrifices. Apicius handed the squawking goose to the priest, who sprinkled it with salted flour, poured a few drops of wine on its forehead, and said a blessing. He placed the goose in the copper bowl resting on a low side table and abruptly ended its cries with a quick slash across its neck and a push of the knife down its belly. Scarlet flooded the feathers and flowed into the bowl in a rush.

There was no struggle, which bode well for the divination. The haruspex rolled the goose over and pushed upon it until the entrails fell into a viscous mess in the bowl. I observed my new master, wishing I knew what thoughts were going through his mind. An ironlike smell wafted up from the bowl.

A few more cuts and the haruspex set the carcass into a second bowl off to the side. The goose meat was payment for his services. He pushed his hand through the goose guts, pulling aside intestines and organs. Last, the priest singled out the liver, heart, gizzard, and gall bladder. He turned each organ over in his hands, searching for spots and abnormalities by which he could discern the goddess’s wishes. As a cook I had seen the insides of hundreds of geese, but I still didn’t understand what a haruspex saw when he examined the blood and guts.

After many long minutes, Apicius was unable to take the priest’s silence any longer. “Well?” he asked as he twisted the thick gold wedding ring around his finger.

I was just as impatient. What if the divination said I was a terrible purchase? Would I be back on the slave block before the end of the afternoon?

The haruspex cocked his head at Apicius, one eyebrow raised. I imagined he had seen the same look in the eyes of the wealthy before. He cleared his throat. “The goddess Fortuna smiles upon you in some ways but, I fear, not in others.”

Apicius wiped his palms on the folds of his toga. I held my breath.

The priest pushed around the entrails. He lifted up the liver. It was larger than normal but very smooth. “In this I see a life of indulgence and prosperity. You will win many hearts and bring pleasure to many people. You will have much to love in your life.” He examined the gall bladder. It was swollen and no longer green as it should be, but a bright, angry red.

A whirring noise engulfed us as several hundred flapping pigeons swirled through the air. Apicius cursed. “Damn pigeons.” He glanced upward. “Perhaps I should have sought an augur to read the birds instead of a gut gazer.” I had to wonder as well; so many birds appearing at that moment must have great significance.

The priest didn’t look up. Apparently birds meant nothing to him unless they were sprawled open under his knife. He slashed the gall bladder open and pulled it apart with the tip of his blade. It was filled with hundreds of yellowish-orange pieces of gravel. He grimaced and my stomach lurched. What did he see?

“This is most unfortunate. A healthy liver and a rotten gall bladder. You will feel the blood of life mingling with the pang of death. Your good fortune will be as a disease throughout your life. The more you work toward success, the more your sky will darken.” The haruspex jabbed a fat finger toward a particularly large rock glistening with bile. Two larger pebbles stuck to its sides. “See that? Beware! For every success, greater failures will cluster to the sides.”

The priest ignored Apicius’s sharp intake of breath. He put the gall bladder aside and turned to the rest of the entrails. He lifted the gizzard, a double-bulbed organ, and cut it open carefully, exposing a cavity full of grass, rocks, and other debris. “Look here,” he said, pointing to a piece of rounded pale blue glass amid the slimy debris. “This means unusual judgment.”

“What do you mean?” Beads of sweat stood out on Apicius’s brow.

“It means that, ultimately, you will be judged in the Underworld by how our world and the world of the future perceive you.”

The haruspex picked up the bowl and turned away.

I felt sick—it had been a dismal fortune and surely Apicius was bound to march me right back to the slave trader.

“I see,” said Apicius, looking perplexed.

The statue of Fortuna glowed in the early-afternoon sunlight. Her eyes, painted blue, stared at me.

As he rose, Apicius repeated the priest’s words over and over in a whisper: “Judged in the Underworld by how the world sees me now and in the future.”

I glanced at Sotas, but the body-slave only bowed his head. I wished that I could ask Apicius what he intended. Would he send me back? I looked toward Fortuna and dared to stare into that aquamarine gaze. I thought back to my time with Bulbus and how he abused me in ways no person should have to endure. Please, my lady, grant me your favor. Please. Do not send me back to a beast like Bulbus. Please . . .

•  •  •

After the divination, Apicius was agitated. There was no more friendly discussion on the way back to his domus, which was a short walk outside of town. I was glad for the silence. It gave me time to think about the whirring of birds still spiraling in my mind. The last time I’d seen birds fly in such a manner was the morning my previous master, Maximus, had fallen dead as his slaves were helping him don his toga. If birds foretold death to Maximus, what did the flock of pigeons mean for Apicius? Did they mean anything for me? Terror held court in the circle of my heart.

This terror took new form when I saw the vastness of the estate where I was to work. Apicius lived in a grand domus that rested on a high ridge with sweeping views of the Tyrrhenian Sea. It was larger and more elaborate than any I had seen, despite the fact that I’d been owned by three different patricians, each among the very rich. I was not prepared for the opulence of the house that lay before me. Apicius led us through a labyrinth of painted corridors that sometimes opened toward the ocean and the beach below. We passed through the peristylium, and I almost gasped aloud. The courtyard was immense, and laden with fountains and small running streams. Flowers bloomed everywhere and the rich smell of thyme permeated the air as we crushed the growing herbs against the stones beneath our feet. In an unusual design for a domus, one side of the peristylium was open toward the sea, and specially rigged gates could be closed to create a wall against the elements if the need arose. The size of the house was massive. I tried to imagine how many slaves worked for Apicius. There must have been hundreds.

“Sotas, take the boy to the kitchen and start him working,” Apicius ordered.

A sour taste rose in my mouth. “But, Dominus, I need more time to . . .”

As soon as the words escaped my mouth I knew that I should not have said them.

Apicius whirled around. “Do not question me. Sotas will take you to the kitchen, where you will cook me the cena meal you described, with two exceptions. I don’t want Parthian chicken. Instead, you will cook me your ‘specialty’ ham in pastry and there will be lobster instead of mussels.”

Then his tone changed. “Eat no food tonight you did not prepare by your own hands. If you must partake of food other slaves have made, make them taste it first. And under my explicit instructions, you are not to touch any food that one of my guests asks you to taste, understand? Find another slave to taste but you are to take the utmost care for your own well-being.”

What had happened to the last cook? A lump of panic rose in my throat.

Apicius put a hand on my chest and thrust me in Sotas’s direction.

“How did I anger him?” I asked Sotas when Apicius was out of earshot. I had to look up to meet his eyes—the top of my head came only to his chest.

“It wasn’t you. It was the haruspex.”

“Why did he want to buy me so badly?”

Sotas gave me a crooked smile. “Because you’re a good cook, or at least you were the night Apicius ate at Maximus’s house. Apicius still talks about that meal. He wants that for his own table. He wants someone who will help him become gastronomic adviser to Caesar. He is expecting you to be that person. As for money, you’ll find he has a lot of it and he spends it freely.”

“I don’t understand. The reading for the haruspex was terrible.”

Sotas laughed but it was a bitter sound. “Didn’t you notice what he was whispering to himself the whole way back?”

I remembered only Apicius mentioning the part about judgment in the Underworld and I said as much.

“Exactly. Apicius heard what he wanted to hear. The part about success, what was it . . . ?”

“The more he works toward success, the more his sky will darken. Sounds like failure to me.”

“Yes, that. He’s angry and worried now, but by morning he will have convinced himself the failure part was never said.”

I remained silent.

Like the domus itself, the kitchen was the largest I had ever seen, full of bustling slaves preserving food, cleaning pots, and cooking on the three large hearths. The fresh, sweet essence of honey cakes wafted through the air, mingling with the acrid smell of vinegar and the rich aroma of smoking meats. The kitchen was loud and hot despite the ocean breeze drifting through the open windows. A red long-tailed hound lay in one corner, asleep with his tongue hanging out one side of his mouth. A large sundial in the garden was visible through the kitchen window. I had only a few hours to prepare an elaborate meal.

I counted fifteen kitchen slaves. They all appeared to be cooking, not serving, and I guessed there must have been at least a dozen more elsewhere who served the courses of the cena. A few prepubescent youths wandered in and out of the kitchen, likely errand runners. I could barely breathe—by the gods, how was I going to manage all these people? I knew how to run a kitchen, but only a small one, with three slaves and three servers—nothing on the scale of what appeared to be expected of me in the Gavian household! My moment to worry passed quickly, for after we entered the room, Sotas rang a large bell on a shelf next to the kitchen door and all the slaves stopped their work, their faces shining in the heat. He pushed me forward into the room and presented me to the kitchen.

“That the new coquus?” an older, mostly toothless woman asked from her post at a low counter where she was pickling parsnips. Her long gray hair, streaked with white, was loose and cascaded down her back. I wondered how much of it found its way into the food.

“He’s your new boss. Don’t make him angry,” Sotas warned, and headed back into the depths of the house.

I watched him go, unsure of what I should do. The kitchen staff waited for me to speak but I could not find a thing to say. A huddle of women plucking chickens and pheasants kept working, looking from me to the birds and back again. The dog lifted its head expectantly. After an uncomfortable silence, the toothless woman spoke up. “Are you mute, boy?”

The words of my former master Maximus came back to me. He had always said that there would be certain times, despite my status as a slave, when I would need audacity and sheer brazen nerve. In those moments I should assume that all around me understood that I knew best. For the first time, I understood the truth of Maximus’s words. If I didn’t speak and react with authority, I would never have the respect of the staff, and given all the money Apicius had spent on me, I had better gain that respect fast.

“Mute? Unfortunately for all of you, no, I am not.” I strode to the center of the kitchen. I gazed at each of them as I spoke. “I am Thrasius but you will call me Coquus. I run a smooth kitchen and I expect the best out of my staff. You there”—I pointed to the old woman—“what is your name?”

She arched her brow, deciding whether she should answer me. I stood my ground, staring intently at her until she blinked, her black eyes disappearing behind wrinkles of skin.

“Balsamea.”

“Balsamea, who is second to the coquus in this kitchen?” My eyes scanned the room, refusing to betray my fear to the other slaves. Most were older than me and that would make gaining their trust even harder.

“That would be me, Coquus,” said a man standing near a large jug of garum in the corner of the room. I noted the stamp on the vessel, from Lusitania, one of the finest garum factories in the Empire. Good garum, a sauce made from the entrails of little anchovies, was one of the most important flavors in a dish. I was glad to see I would have access to the best.

“I’m Rúan.” The man stepped forward, wiping his floured hands on his thick kitchen tunic. He was young, still in his teens, with an unusual head of red hair and striking green eyes. I wondered if he was from Hibernia, the large isle off Britannia.

“Rúan, I have a menu which Dominus has instructed me to prepare for tonight’s cena. Have you slaughtered any pigs recently?”

“There is fresh ham from this morning stored in the cellar,” Balsamea spoke up. Rúan glared at her for answering on his behalf, but she didn’t look away from the vegetables she was slicing.

“Good.” I glanced around the room. “Who bakes the best pastries in this kitchen?”

“Vatia has won the praise of Dominus Apicius,” Rúan replied, pointing to a young woman standing behind a low table on the right side of the room. He was Hibernian, his accent so thick that I had to concentrate to understand. Vatia stopped kneading bread long enough to nod her acknowledgment. Her dark, shiny hair was pulled back in a tight knot, which pleased me. Before the end of the night, I planned to tell Balsamea that imitating Vatia would be in her best interest and that she would no longer have the liberty of keeping her greasy locks free in my kitchen.

“Have you prepared the honey cakes?”

Vatia pointed to a nearby pan filled with little cakes ready to slide into the oven. Good. One less thing to worry about. “There are two more tasks for you this evening. You will prepare fifteen rounds of dough, which I’ll use to wrap the hams. I also want you to cook the fried honey fritters for the cena secunda. It seems you are already at work on baking the bread.” I assumed Apicius had invited guests according to tradition, meaning there would be nine guests, symbolizing the nine Muses. Still, I could be wrong and being prepared for accidents was wise. Additionally, there were often uninvited guests, “shadows” or “parasites,” who sat at the ends of the couches and would need to be fed.

“If we do not have on hand melons, saffron, morels, chickpeas, pomegranates, lobster, oysters, pears, and snails, you’d better send the fastest boy we have to the market to get them,” I said to Rúan.

A cry rose from the back of the room. “I’ll do it, I’ll do it!” The voice came from a blue-eyed boy dressed in a ripped tunic, waving his tanned arm around wildly. The boy moved forward. Rúan opened his mouth as if to say something when the boy tripped and crashed into a table. The kitchen slaves shouted as the table toppled, taking with it a dozen brightly colored glass goblets. Several of the slaves lunged to catch some of the glasses but no one was swift enough to save them. They crashed into the tiles, shattering into a thousand rainbow pieces. I closed my eyes and took a deep sigh to keep calm. No doubt those goblets were precious.

“Pallas! You fool! Out! Get out!” Rúan yelled at the boy. Balsamea took him by the shoulder and led him away.

The broken glasses were the least of my worries. Despite the gravity of the situation, I could not stop thinking about Apicius’s last words to me—the instructions not to eat any food I hadn’t directly prepared. I watched the slaves hurry to clean up the mess: Rúan, the ruddy Spaniard with the broom, the girl with the unusual blond hair picking up shards of glass, and all the others milling about. I regarded each of the fifteen slaves, wondering who among them might want to poison me.



CHAPTER 2

It was a massive task. The water clock in the corner of the kitchen showed that I had less than four hours to prepare for dinner. Still, I could not take my mind off that flock of birds we saw, or Fortuna’s unreadable stare. Despite the lack of time, I knew I must have more spiritual guidance. I asked Balsamea where the family’s Lares shrine was located, suspecting her to be one who held to tradition. Approval flickered in her eyes. Rúan, however, snorted and shook his head. It was clear that he thought little of our Roman gods.

Still, he had Balsamea remain in the kitchen and he himself led me to the atrium. He pointed at the tiled recess in the wall that housed several tiny statues of the Lares and Penates, the household gods and family ancestors. Sunshine filtered into the open area of the atrium and glinted off the polished bronze and gold of the statues. I removed a small stick from the wooden box next to the shrine, lit it from the torch flickering nearby, then lit the lump of incense sitting in a golden bowl in front of the statues. The smell of myrrh filled my nostrils. I knelt.

“Whether You for whom this house is sacred are a god, or a goddess, I wholeheartedly pray to You, O holy Lares. Please grant me success today and in all the days following and I shall offer You a honey cake each day I am blessed in the house of Marcus Gavius Apicius.”

I didn’t linger long. Rúan waited for me at the edge of the atrium and together we hurried back through the labyrinthine corridors. For extra measure, I said a few additional prayers to myself as I walked: to Sors, god of luck; to Fornax, goddess of the ovens; to Cardea, goddess of thresholds; and again to Fortuna.

A voice stopped us. “You there!” The command was loud and shrill.

We turned, unsure who the command was directed toward. An elderly woman dressed in rich yellow silks strode toward us, anger etched in her eyes. She looked as if she regularly bathed in unhappiness. Her visage resembled a gorgon, with a nose hooked like a vulture’s beak and dark, squinty eyes. A black wig sat slightly crooked on top of her head. Several strands of wispy silver hair poked out from under the edges like little weed snakes.

She drew near. “Who are you?”

Rúan had fallen to one knee. I too bowed low in deference. “Thrasius, the new coquus.”

“I thought as much. Stand up.”

No sooner than I had, she cuffed me across my chin with the back of her hand. Pain accompanied the scrape of a ring as it cut open my skin.

She stalked off.

I stood there in stunned silence for a moment, wondering what had happened. I stopped the blood with my hand, grateful it was only a scratch.

I felt Rúan’s hand on my shoulder. “Apicius’s mother, Popilla.”

“I don’t understand.”

He shook his head. “Not here,” he whispered. “Come.”

•  •  •

Once we were back in the kitchen, Rúan handed me a basket and told me that he wanted to show me where everything was located, then led me past the other slaves to a storage room adjacent to the kitchen. I was shocked at the display on the shelves, momentarily forgetting the bruise rising on my cheek. I gaped at the beautifully wrought glass goblets of all shades and sizes, stacks of dishes imported from many parts of the world, trays full of spoons with pointed handles, and sets of woven napkins. I had never seen so much wealth gathered in one place.

“Napkins and spoons?” In most houses a guest brought his own to dinner.

“Apicius spares no expense.”

“I see.” The throbbing had begun anew. “Why did Apicius’s mother hit me?”

Rúan curled up his lip in disgust. “Because she can. Expect her to abuse you regularly. You have the attention of Dominus and she will despise you for it. She hated the last cook too. I am certain she drove him to his death.”

I stopped myself from cursing aloud. Of all the people I had to worry about, it would have to be Apicius’s mother. It made me wonder again about what Apicius had said before he left me in the kitchen. “Dominus warned me not to eat anything I hadn’t prepared with my own hand. Do you know why?”

Rúan grimaced. He glanced toward the small barred window in the back of the room where the sea breeze occasionally gusted inward. “Probably because Dominus doesn’t want you to die.”

Goose bumps surfaced on my arms. “So that’s what happened to the other cook.”

“Aye. Most of us think Popilla had him killed. She hated Paetas. Stay away from her.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Two months ago, Dominus Apicius was visiting his villa in Minturnae and Domina Aelia was on the other side of Baiae taking care of a sick friend. With both of them gone, Popilla had dinner alone in her room. She complained about her soup and demanded Paetas try it and tell her what he thought. He tried the soup and agreed that it shouldn’t taste so.”

Rúan’s eyes darkened with the memory. “Paetas went back to the kitchen, dumped the soup, and sent a fresh bowl to Popilla, which she ate with no complaint. By the time she went to bed, Paetas was complaining of dizziness and that his heart was beating too fast. His face turned red and he started vomiting. Soon he was gasping for air, and before morning arrived, he was gone.” Rúan shuddered.

I wondered if any of the slaves felt loyalty toward Popilla. I endeavored to keep my face devoid of emotion in front of my new second-in-command. “Why would she have wanted to hurt Paetas, or me, for that matter?”

“Nothing she does makes any sense.”

“Did anyone accuse her of Paetas’s death?”

Rúan shook his head. “How could we? Fortunately, Domina Aelia had returned. She stayed with us through the night. We waited with Paetas until he died, promising him we would send his ashes to the sea. Balsamea thinks it was yew powder because it takes a while to work. Paetas didn’t feel ill until Popilla had long since retired and the soup had been thrown out, so we couldn’t test it on one of the chickens.

“Domina believed us but what could she do? Popilla is her husband’s mother. The only thing she could do to punish Popilla was to tell her that without the cook, the staff couldn’t be trusted to make anything besides barley soup. We served soup and apples until Apicius returned a month later.” He lowered his voice and looked toward the door to make sure no one would hear. “Popilla is so stupid she never realized Domina let us eat normal meals when Popilla took her bath or left the villa to eat with friends, which, after the first few days, was nearly every night. Popilla hates barley soup.”

“What does Apicius think of his mother?” I asked.

“He barely puts up with her. He avoids her when they are both at home. I once asked Sotas why Dominus doesn’t send her away. He told me Apicius had promised his father he would take care of her. When Gavius Rutilus died, he gave Apicius everything and Popilla nothing. I’ve heard it was well over one hundred million sestertii! I think that makes it clear what he thought of his crazy wife. Apicius would love to find her a husband. I hear her dowry is huge, so someone will probably take the old sow off his hands soon.”

The conversation was beginning to run long and I started to worry about the meal. I surveyed the glassware and cutlery before me. I took the basket from Rúan and motioned at the shelves.

“Those glasses that Pallas broke, did Apicius pick them out especially for tonight?”

Rúan shrugged. “I don’t know. They were delivered earlier today. They could have been a gift from a client, or Dominus could have had them ordered. If something new arrives we usually use it the same day.”

“Let’s hope they were a random gift.” In their place we put aside a set of glass cups colorfully painted with vivid pictures of powerful animals—bulls, cheetahs, and horses. If Apicius asked, I would explain the broken glasses, but in looking at the collection before me, I had a feeling he wouldn’t miss them.

We finished packing the basket. When we emerged, I found myself coughing as kitchen smoke filled my lungs. I had never been in a kitchen with so many ovens—three of them along one wall. Dozens of amphorae of oil and wine lined another wall, while shelves filled with bronze pots and baskets of vegetables took up space along the wall closest to the door.

I barely had time to set the basket down before Apicius burst into the kitchen, Sotas trailing behind. Apicius was already dressed for dinner in an off-white toga. His leather shoes were dyed red, another symbol of his patrician status. They set him apart from other rich, noble citizens, equestrians, who did not have the family ancestry that marked them as elite.

He didn’t notice me. “Thrasius!” he bellowed across the kitchen.

“Yes, Dominus?” I moved around the table past Balsamea. He fixed his gaze on me.

“I received word Publius Octavius will be joining us tonight. He will be critical of every aspect of this evening’s cena. Octavius is a man who believes his cook to be the best in the Empire. You will prove him wrong. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Dominus.” I tried to keep the fear from my voice.

I opened my mouth to ask him more about Octavius but Sotas shook his head in warning. I took the hint—Apicius’s foul mood would only find fuel with my words.

“If you are successful, I will give everyone in your kitchen an extra holiday this month.”

A murmur of excitement reverberated among the slaves who had quieted to hear the conversation. Many masters did not afford their slaves holidays. Thankfully, the words of the mighty philosophers such as Cato the Elder touted the need to give hardworking slaves regular days off from work, swaying many slave owners who wanted to moderate unruly slaves.

“Thank you, Dominus, that is generous of you.”

Apicius glared at me. “Don’t thank me yet. If you fail, each of you will lose two holidays this month.”

The kitchen was silent, then erupted into a sudden clamor of knives beginning their chop, logs being thrown onto the fire, and the slaves rushing back to their tasks.

I spoke up, taking a chance at my master’s wrath. “Dominus, I too saw the birds fly this morning when you prayed to Fortuna. I believe they were a sign—”

“It had better be a good sign,” Apicius cut me off. “Remember, make no mistake this evening. You will not tarnish my reputation as a host.”

Sotas dipped his chin at me and followed after our Dominus.

“Coquus?” Vatia waved at me to come to her table. Rúan stood next to her. He ran a hand along her arm as he made to return to his own station, a casual but intimate gesture. I made a mental note; sometimes romance in the kitchen was a lucky thing but sometimes it only hindered work at hand.

“What is it?” I was irritated, assuming that she had been distracted. “You are only now rolling out the dough?” I bit my tongue so she could explain, reminding myself that anger would not be helpful under such circumstances, despite Apicius’s dire warning about Octavius’s expectations.

“My apologies, Coquus, but dough holds its shape better if given time to chill.” Her voice shook and she stared at me with wide brown eyes. I realized she could not be much older than Rúan.

“Chill?” I asked, wondering how anything could be cooled in the blistering summer heat, much less with the heat the ovens generated.

“Under the domus there is a snow chamber,” she said. “You will never want for cold in this kitchen. We had a shipment this morning.”

When I worked for Maximus, I’d ordered snow to be delivered only a handful of times. I couldn’t help but stare in amazement whenever I saw the hard-packed ice chunks, usually delivered in thick, straw-padded barrels buried under a wagon full of hay. The barrels, harvested from the hills of Mons Gaurus, west of Rome, each cost a small fortune.

Vatia was no longer looking at me; she was rolling a round of dough around one of the hams, which had been scored, smeared with honey, and stuffed with figs. Her method was precise and the dough formed perfectly around the meat in a way I had never been able to achieve before.

“I see what you mean about chilling the dough,” I said, amazed.

“This is what I wanted to show you.” She directed my gaze toward a few strangely cut pieces of dough in front of her.

“I don’t understand.”

“Watch.” She picked up the pieces and attached them to the pastry-wrapped ham, her thin fingers carefully sealing the pieces of dough to the ham by dipping them in water. In a few moments she sat back.

“It’s a pig!” I exclaimed, pleased with the ears and snout she had added to the ham.

“I hoped you would like it,” she said, her voice filling with pride. “I had the idea when you first told me what we were doing. I had a pig pictured in my mind and thought it might be pleasing to guests if I could re-create it.”

“Do you think they will bake without issue?” I asked, worried.

“They should. Also, I thought I would brush them with egg so they are shiny when they come out of the oven.”

“Please do.” I could not take my eyes off the little pig. It was brilliant and I wished I had thought of it. I patted her on the shoulder. “The gods are smiling on you! Show me the secret. I’ll help you finish.” I let her demonstrate how to cut the proper shapes out of the dough, thanking Fortuna for sending me someone like Vatia to make my first meal extraordinary. This attention to detail was what truly made my heart sing, and to find someone else who had such an eye felt like a relief amid the chaos.

•  •  •

When I surveyed Rúan’s work during the final meal preparations, I asked why Apicius hadn’t let him run the kitchen. He seemed to be both capable and willing to learn.

“I’m only sixteen. Plus, it wouldn’t be good luck for Dominus.” He smirked, shaking his head of wild red hair. I should have realized that Apicius would never let a barbarian run his kitchen.

I probed a little further. “Sotas told me that our Dominus wants to be gastronomic adviser to Caesar. Do you know why?”

“Aye. He wants fame. He wants the world to know who he is. The thing is, he has no talent for anything. He’d make a terrible senator, orator, or lawyer. He thinks too much of himself to go into the merchant trade. So he needs to tie his star to Caesar. The only thing he knows how to do well is eat and, to some extent, marry flavors together. That’s where you come in—your job is to make him famous.”

I thought back to my purchase. The slave trader had seemed to know that about my new master. “The boy will make you famous,” he had said. He had said a few other things as well, but it was that word—famous—that had caused Apicius to spend so much money on my purchase.

•  •  •

A little before sundown, an hour before the cena was to start, someone called my name. I looked up from the final preparations of the hams and found myself staring into the green eyes of a young woman with plain features who stood on the other side of the worktable. She wore a rich red silk tunica layered with a patterned red and yellow stola. Her chestnut-colored hair was piled high atop her head, leaving dozens of curls to frame her face. Around her neck rested a shiny golden necklace with inlaid garnets and pearls. The matron of the house.

I was covered in flour, with smears of wine and honey wiped haphazardly across my kitchen tunic. Embarrassed, I bobbed my head in greeting, keeping my eyes low.

“No, please do not look away. I’m Aelia,” she said. I looked up, surprised by her jovial tone. “I wanted to greet you personally. Marcus was in a mood today and I fear he may have been unduly harsh with you about his expectations for tonight’s meal. Normally he’s quite involved with dinner preparations but I thought it might be best to keep him out of your way on your first day with us.”

“Thank you for your kindness,” I stammered, unsure of what else was expected of me. In other households where I’d served, the matron of the house rarely paid me any mind unless something with a meal had gone wrong. Instead, here she was, telling me she was protecting me from the whims of my new master.

She walked around the kitchen, peering into bowls and tasting from the dishes with the tips of her fingers. The rushing slaves slowed when she came near and hardworking scowls turned into smiles of pride when she commented on their work. When a blond wisp of a girl from Germania dropped a basket of apples and they tumbled across the floor, Aelia bent to help her pick them up. She waved off the slaves who came to her side, talking gaily as she and the girl placed the apples back in the basket. “Give the bruised ones out to the other slaves,” she said, winking at the girl, who bowed her thanks repeatedly.

Aelia plucked an apple from the top of the basket and brought it to Balsamea, who thanked her profusely and slipped the apple into her pocket. Aelia closed her eyes and breathed in the aroma of the kitchen. “Thrasius, if your food tonight tastes half as good as it smells, you are well on your way to earning great respect in this household.”

“I hope everything will be to your liking, Domina,” I mumbled. “My apologies if it seems simple or rushed.”

Aelia grinned at me. “I’m sure it will be fine. Marcus has been bragging to me all afternoon about how fortunate he was to find you for sale,” she said. “Could you do me a favor?” Aelia cocked her head slightly as she spoke.

I was in awe of this young woman. For all the rapport I had had with my previous Dominus, he still commanded me as any master would a slave, as did his wife, who used to bleat instructions at me through thin puckered lips and the bar of her yellow teeth. There were never any “favors” to be given, only service demanded.

“Of course, I am pleased to serve,” I said, motioning for Vatia to take over the task of brushing egg yolk across the dough before the hams went into the oven for their final stage of cooking.

“Marcus will love those pigs.” Aelia smiled, motioning to the tray with her hand. “So will Apicata, but I am sure she’ll be more interested in playing with them than eating them.”

“Apicata is your daughter?”

“Yes. That’s why I came by. To meet you, but also to ask you to have dinner ready for her in a short while. She’s sleeping now but will be up soon. Maybe some cheese and fruit?” Aelia curled a strand of hair around her finger as she spoke. “Rúan came by with her supper earlier but she had fallen asleep amid her dolls. We played all day at the ocean and she was tired.”

“Yes, Domina. The sun and sea do tend to wear you out.” I myself was pleased to be near the water and already looked forward to my first day off so I could wander the beach below the house. All day the smell of the sea had invigorated me every time a breeze blew through the open kitchen windows.

“I’ll send Passia along to fetch a tray. May Fortuna and the Lares of this house shine upon you tonight!” Aelia pulled her stola close around her and left the kitchen, the tink-tink sound of the gold links of her necklaces and earrings becoming fainter as she moved through the corridor beyond.

I instructed one of the younger slaves to put together a plate for Apicata and returned to the task of organizing the slaves who were serving the cena courses.

“Remember to count!” I instructed the six serving slaves as they left the kitchen and crossed the threshold into the outdoor triclinium, where the guests rested on couches in the late-summer sun. Despite the frenzy in the kitchen, I’d managed to find a half hour in the afternoon to help the slaves practice the way I wanted them to serve the meal. It was obsessive, but I could not help myself. When the spectacle of the food arrived in a fantastic way, it made the pleasure of eating the meal all that much greater.

I watched as the slaves reached the diners, stepped together in perfect time, and simultaneously placed trays of food on the tables before each guest. The servers removed polished spoons from their aprons and newly bleached napkins from over their shoulders and presented them to the guests. I breathed a sigh of relief that the slaves followed my instructions and stayed in step with one another.

The cheese flowers that accompanied the bread made the ladies squeal with delight, but it was the look on Apicius’s face that pleased me most. Throughout the meal, Apicius beamed, his face glowing more from pride than it did from the light of the fading sunset over the sea.

When I returned from the triclinium, where the guests were finishing their honey cakes and drinking from jeweled goblets of pear juice, a woman entered the kitchen from a side door.

Out of all the surprises I’d had that day, she was the most surprising of all. The vision of her dark eyes, waves of auburn curls, and the sylphlike curve of her hips would haunt me in the days to come.

“I came for Apicata’s meal,” she said. Her voice floated across the room, undulations of sound washing over my skin. This was the woman Aelia had said would come for the tray. Passia. The name glittered in my mind as I made the connection.

“Is that it?” She pointed, one long finger tipped with carefully curved, pink-pale nails. I had been standing like a statue, stunned by my close proximity to what I thought might be the physical manifestation of Venus herself.

“That’s the plate, yes, over there. There.” Suddenly I wished she would leave. If not, all would be lost. I wouldn’t be able to complete the cena, wouldn’t be able to direct the servers, and would end up under the lash as the result of my gloomy failure to live up to Apicius’s expectations. Inside my head, I said a prayer to Venus that Passia would go, but in the same breath, I begged the goddess that Passia would remember me, as I knew I would remember every sumptuous detail about the moments she stood before me.

Thankfully the goddess was paying attention. Passia didn’t give me a second glance. She skimmed across the room, her arm brushing my hand as she leaned over the table to take the tray. In the span of a dove’s breath, she was gone.

Balsamea noticed my agitation. She flicked a bit of water at me with the end of the spoon she had been using. “Looks like there is more than dough rising in this kitchen, wouldn’t you say?”

If I had felt heat on my cheeks earlier, it was tenfold with that statement. I glared at her, wishing I could hurl a lightning bolt in her direction. I chose not to answer, but instead turned back to my counter to finish shucking the last of the oysters.



CHAPTER 3

Rúan and I stood in the doorway between the kitchen and the outdoor triclinium, looking toward the guests and the sea beyond. I tried to ignore the rumble in my belly. I’d taken Apicius’s warning about being poisoned to heart and hadn’t eaten anything that day save for some radishes I’d pulled from the garden and small tastes from various dishes I myself had prepared.

Apicius and his guests chatted merrily, enjoying the cooling salt breezes, marveling at the pomegranate sunset over the ocean. A three-sided couch, or triclinium, held nine guests to represent the nine Muses, as tradition dictated. Each diner lay on his side propped up by one elbow. A square table rested at the center of the couch, laden with hard-boiled quail eggs, grapes, olives, and little treats to whet the appetite. The guest of honor that night, in unusual form, was a woman. She lay laughing in the coveted position on the far left of the middle couch, next to Apicius.

“Who is that?” I whispered to Rúan. I was grateful for his willingness to help me navigate the politics of Apicius’s household.

“Fannia, an old family friend of the Gavii. She recently remarried but you’ll not meet her husband anytime soon.”

I was about to ask why but Rúan continued, gesturing at the man who sat between Fannia and Apicius’s mother. “I don’t know the name of the man at the end of the couch but I think he’s another money-hungry lawyer interested in Popilla’s dowry.”

I leaned back into the kitchen and indicated that the next set of servers should deliver the lobsters and oysters to the table. I held my breath until the slaves set the snow- and shellfish-laden platters down and turned back toward the kitchen after an exaggerated bow.

Rúan chuckled as Popilla immediately reached toward the tray to snatch the largest piece of lobster tail on the plate. We watched the diners extract the oysters from their shells with the pointed handles of their spoons.

“That’s Trio and Celera.” Rúan indicated a young couple reclining on the other side of Fannia. Trio was a handsome man with thinning hair and a jawline characteristic of the long Caelius line of Roman patricians. Celera seemed about fourteen or fifteen and appeared to be with child.

“Apicius said that Publius Octavius would be in attendance. Is that him on the other side of Fannia?” I asked.

Rúan pulled back to let one of the slaves pass by. “Yes. His father was a senator but Octavius doesn’t seem to be following in his footsteps. Instead he spends his money on parties and his time on sucking up to people close to Caesar. His wife is the one with the red hair.”

“Is he from Baiae?”

“Nay, from Rome. He has a summer villa here. I’ve never been to Rome, but I hear the summer is unbearable.”

Rúan was right, summers in Rome were said to be miserable. As a result, Baiae had become a hotspot for the wealthy to bask in the sea breezes and spend time on the beaches in the summer.

He continued, “Apicius doesn’t like Octavius, but he always says to keep your enemies close. I think they used to be good friends, but now everything between them is a competition.” Rúan rubbed his hands together. “Should I get the hams ready to go?”

“Yes. I want them still hot when they arrive at the table.”

When the hams were presented, Aelia laughed at their golden-brown bodies and the pastry snouts and ears.

“I’m not sure I can eat this! What a marvel, Thrasius!” She reached forward and carefully detached one of the pig ears from its body and popped it into her mouth. She closed her eyes, savoring the crunchy pastry. “Well, perhaps I can!”

I smiled and motioned for the scissor slave to start cutting up the rest of the hams into bite-size pieces.

When the slave had finished cutting the meat and the diners were delighting in the dish, Apicius waved me over with one tanned arm high over his head. Turning back to his guests, Apicius gushed, “I must introduce you to my new coquus! Come here, Thrasius.”

The smile he wore belied his earlier dour mood. He indicated a nearby stool and motioned for me to bring it to the table in the center, uncharacteristically closing off the U shape of the triclinium, a request that surprised me. The delicious smell wafting my way reminded me of my hunger and started my belly rumbling.

“So this is your new acquisition,” Octavius said, eyeing me up and down. A little shiver ran down my spine. “I didn’t expect him to be so young. How many tricks can someone that age have up his sleeve?” He snickered.

I said nothing and kept my eyes firmly fixed on a couch leg carved into a lion’s head and paw.

“Yes, do tell us,” Popilla agreed, her tone caustic. “You can’t be more than fifteen. How do we know that this isn’t the only dinner you know how to prepare?”

Apicius shot his mother a look that could have turned a basilisk to stone. The tension grew thick with the implied insult to her son. The eyes of the would-be suitor at her side grew wide at the exchange.

“He is nearly twenty, mother. Thrasius, tell them where you learned your skills.” Apicius smiled at me but the warning note in his eye was clear.

I drew in a breath. “I learned from Meton, the coquus to Flavius Maximus before me. I was in his kitchen for seven years. He took me under his wing when he saw that I had a talent for understanding spices. He taught me everything, but I always wanted to experiment. He was very old and as the years passed I did more and more of the cooking in Maximus’s kitchen. After Meton died, Maximus made me coquus. I was called coquus in his kitchen for eighteen months.” I did not add that Meton and Maximus were both like fathers to me and that I still greatly mourned their passing.

“I’ve heard of Meton!” Trio exclaimed. “Remember when your sister stayed with us, Celera? She was raving about him. Said that he was the best cook she had ever encountered. Her husband was very jealous.”

“Her husband was quite a gourmand, was he not?” Aelia asked.

Apicius’s irritation had turned to delight. “One of the best palates in all of Rome, if I recall, right, Celera?”

“Yes, may his genius live on—my brother-in-law is well missed.”

To my relief, Fannia changed the subject. “This ham is delightful! The pastry is perfect, so crisp and flaky.” Her smile highlighted the wrinkles that lined her face. She was heavier than the other women and her dark reddish-brown wig was worn high on her head with curls that puffed out, making her head look as big as an overstuffed pillow. “I must have the recipe for my new cook. If I send over a wax tablet, could you have it transcribed for me?”

“I have tablets, Fannia. And this boy can write the recipe himself. Isn’t that true, Thrasius?”

“Yes, Dominus. I would be happy to write out the recipe.”

“Who taught you how to write?” Popilla asked me, her mouth full of pork, and her tone accusatory.

I had met women like her. No answer I gave was going to satisfy.

Popilla eyed me, waiting for an answer. “Well?”

I struggled to keep the revulsion out of my voice, finding it easier to look at Aelia as I spoke. Her calm demeanor diminished the horror I felt knowing that Popilla likely had arranged for the murder of my predecessor. “Maximus had me schooled to read and write Latin, Greek, Egyptian, and Spanish. I can also understand a little Persian. He thought everyone in his household should be educated.” I lowered my eyes to avoid Popilla’s critical stare.

“I know some people are opposed to educated slaves. . . .” Aelia leaned forward on the couch. Her eyes flickered toward the edge of my tunic, which I was twisting nervously in my hands. I stopped the twisting and sat up straighter, determined not to let my nervousness show through. She continued, “But I agree with Maximus’s way. There are many advantages to schooling every member of the household. I suspect Rúan can teach you a bit of Celtic. He’s from that island just off of Britannia.”

Octavius plucked off the tail of his pig and waved it at me. “So he is Hibernian? Ha! Well, then, Thrasius, I imagine he could teach you how to be pretty fierce as well!”

Octavius was at least twice the age of his wife, with graying hair and a paunch that was evident despite the folds of his toga. “What a wonder it would have been to see such a creature painted blue with that mess of red hair coming at you, spear in hand!” His wife giggled a soft, girlish laugh. She herself wore a red wig, but red was a common color for wigs. To see someone like Rúan with naturally red hair was quite unusual. I imagined it was often a subject of conversation at Apicius’s parties.

“I don’t think he ever wore paint or carried a spear,” Aelia reprimanded with a smile. “He came to my family when he was just a boy. His father may have worn the blue war marks but Rúan was too young.”

“You have a bunch of youths running your kitchen, it seems, Apicius. How honed can this boy’s sense of taste be?” Octavius’s question cut through the laughter.

I looked up, then back down to the lion carving. “I might be young, but cooking has always come easily to me,” I said, hoping my voice didn’t waver. I raised my eyes again, but not my head. “I have always had an intense palate. When flavors blend well, it is like harmony in the mouth. I think about how the components can come together to make each dish sing.”

Fannia murmured in approval but Octavius wasn’t impressed.

“Did you think that the abundance of sand in my oyster would make my dish sing?” He turned to Apicius. “If you like, I can send my cook, Herakles, over to show your slave how to properly shuck them. Even Caesar has commented on the skills of my coquus. I think that Corvinus himself is jealous of Herakles’s skills.”

I didn’t know who Corvinus was and I didn’t care. But he was lying about the sand. I had inspected each oyster myself.

“A thousand pardons,” I said, my voice quavering and my blood boiling.

Apicius began to speak but his wife interjected. “Oh, Octavius, it was just a mistake. My mistake, in fact,” Aelia said. What in Jupiter’s name was she doing?

“Apicius, dear husband, I was in the kitchen this evening and I fear that it was I who distracted the poor boy preparing the oysters. He must have missed one when I was talking to him.”

Octavius squinted at me. “Slave, wouldn’t you have inspected each oyster before it went out?”

I opened my mouth but Aelia again came to my rescue. “He intended to, but in the interest of expediency, I told Thrasius that I had looked them over and then I had the boy put them in the snow room. We have not had him long but I imagine he wouldn’t dare disobey me, would you, Thrasius?”

“No, Domina.”

“Good. Please send out some new oysters for dear Octavius. We mustn’t have him leave unhappy.”

“No, no, do not concern yourself,” Octavius said, his jowls shaking. “I’ll be fine.”

Aelia winked at me and Apicius dismissed me with a small wave of his hand.

I was disconcerted when I left, and was several paces away before I realized I had gone in the wrong direction. Sotas tsked softly when my error took me close to his post near the door. He waved me over to him.

“Thank the gods for Aelia!” he said, leaning down so I could hear.

“Is that man always so unbearable?” I watched as Octavius licked his fat fingers of ham sauce.

“Always. And he knows what to say to get under everyone’s skin. That mention of Corvinus, for example. He has the post that Apicius wants—cultural and gastronomic adviser to Caesar.”

“I see.”

“Clearly you made Octavius nervous or he wouldn’t have made that jab. Look at Apicius. You can still see the irritation on his brow.”

I turned my attention to my master. He did seem to be brooding, saying very little while his guests chatted around him.

“I’ve heard all the ways that Dominus would like to rid the world of Octavius—dumping him in boiling water, slashing his neck with a dagger in a dark alley, infusing his wine with oleander. The list is endless. I’m sure you’ll get a sense of it soon enough.”

Aelia’s body-slave was perched on the edge of a huge flowerpot between us and the diners. She paused for a drink of water and then picked up the lyre once again. Sotas smiled in her direction. “That’s Helene,” he said simply, but longing was evident in his voice. I changed the subject.

“I’ve not met a body-slave as well spoken as you. Where are you from?”

He paused for a moment, as though considering if I were worth the story. “I’m Egyptian,” he finally said, confirming my suspicion. “My father died before I was born and my mother was forced to sell me into slavery when she could no longer afford to feed me. Apicius’s father bought me and brought me to Rome. He had me trained for several years to be a body-slave to Apicius. I was educated, much like you seem to be.”

“Do you advise him?”

“Sometimes. But I’m not his adviser.”

Something about his manner said he wasn’t interested in continuing that line of conversation. I looked back at the diners. “Why does Dominus Apicius dislike Octavius?”

Sotas snorted, his massive chest lifting with the gesture. “Dominus met him six years ago, when Octavius was summering in Minturnae. Octavius took him under his wing, teaching him about politics, parties, and Rome. He’s the one who convinced Apicius to buy the villa here in Baiae, where he could meet influential Romans who came down for vacation. Octavius was a mentor at first, but over time he became ambitious and jealous, acting more as a rival than a friend. He’s an arrogant, name-dropping fool. Fannia keeps telling Dominus to stop inviting him over, but I know that he won’t. He will keep him close.”

That surprised me. “Fannia tells him what to do?”

“Yes. Fannia Drusilla has been like a surrogate mother to Apicius since he was ten years old. She used to live next door to the Gavii in Minturnae. Dominus never saw much of his father and, well, when you get to know Popilla, you’ll understand why the two of them aren’t close.”

“Do Popilla and Fannia get along?”

“Ha!” Sotas scoffed. “No, Fannia and Popilla are always going at it. Apicius never listens to Popilla. It’s one reason Popilla has become such a bitter old shrew. She is constantly vying for her son’s attention.” He tilted his head in their direction.

Apicius’s voice rose as he became more animated. “Fannia, remember the time when Mother held that big cena for Consul Calpurnius Piso?” He patted Popilla on the shoulder in a bit of lighthearted, but obvious, pity. Popilla shrugged his hand off. Her eyes were black and hard.

“Yes! That cena was a shipwreck,” Fannia teased Popilla. “Poor dear, you didn’t know the first thing about throwing a dinner party. The wine was plonk from Surrentine, the shrimp were tough, and you didn’t even serve a gustatio to start the guests out!” Fannia waved her spoon as she spoke. “I had to take things into my own hands for the next party! Thank the gods Apicius was a quick study!”

Popilla seethed, concentrating on the plate before her, scooping up tidbits of ham and pastry with her fingers. Her would-be suitor had shifted a few more inches away from her over the course of the conversation.

When Popilla spoke, it was to pose a barbed question to Fannia. “Where is Pulcher this evening?”

Popilla’s question left a sheen of tension in the air as thick as a temple curtain. Celera drew in an audible breath and Apicius seemed to bristle. Fannia was the only one who seemed unperturbed. “Pulcher is in Macedonia negotiating a new trade line of wine.” She turned to Apicius.

“Would you like me to put in an order for a few amphorae of the latest vintage? I imagine you have room in one of your cellars.”

Popilla delivered her own perfect, hemlock-edged smile. “You and Pulcher make such a sweet couple. I imagine you miss him very much. Will he be home in time for the Saturnalia festival?”

A large flock of seagulls flew overhead with a raucous noise, turning the diners’ attention away from Popilla’s question. Excited conversation broke out as the guests tried to contemplate what the sign meant. Popilla looked so angry at the distraction, I thought she might burst.

Sotas chuckled softly next to me. “Serves the old witch right.”

“Who’s Pulcher?”

“Fannia’s new husband, Quintus Claudius Pulcher. Her first husband died a few years ago and recently Fannia was forced to marry Pulcher by her cousin, Livia. You know, Caesar’s wife?”

I coughed with surprise.

“Yes, that Livia,” Sotas continued. “When Livia was made to divorce Tiberius Claudius Nero in favor of Caesar Augustus, she was more devastated than most would guess. Especially when Fannia started sleeping with her ex-husband.”

“I imagine that would make Livia a little angry.”

“Quite angry. She and Fannia used to be close until that happened so the betrayal was even more of an affront. There was no proof, only widespread rumors from her slaves, so Livia had to be creative in her revenge. You know that rule, the one Caesar put in place that men and women need to be married?”

“Yes, I know it. Dumb rule, in my opinion.”

“Most would agree with you. At any rate, Livia suggested to Caesar that Fannia marry Pulcher, and Caesar made it so.”

I saw Rúan appear at the doorway on the other side of the triclinium. He saw me and waved his arms.

“What’s so bad about Pulcher?” I asked, knowing I should go but wanting to hear the rest of the strange tale.

“When Fannia was young, Pulcher’s family and Fannia’s were once close and often vacationed together. Rumor has it that on one of those shared holidays, someone raped and strangled Fannia’s older sister and dumped her body into a fountain. There was no proof but Fannia has always sworn it was Pulcher.

“Jump forward fifteen years and Fannia, who was newly widowed, makes the mistake of sleeping with Livia’s ex-husband. Livia was furious. She bided her time and when Pulcher’s wife died, she exacted her revenge and made sure Fannia was the one to remarry Pulcher. The one thing that Livia didn’t count on was that Pulcher is always traveling, meaning that Fannia barely sees her husband. They despise each other and he stays far away.”

The sun had set and the last red and pink streaks had begun to fade over the distant ocean. Apicius snapped his fingers at one of the slave boys to light the lamps.

“Go back through the house.” Sotas jerked his head toward the hallway behind him. “That way you don’t have to cross in view of everyone.”

I nodded and slipped behind him toward the corridor. There was a cluster of boys playing dice in the hall.

“You! Tycho! Now! Go light the lamps!” Behind me Sotas’s voice was low but cutting. A young boy about the age of seven, with a mop of dark curly hair, rushed forward while the other boys followed him to illuminate the diners.

I stopped one of the boys before he could get far and had him guide me through the halls back to the kitchen, where Rúan was frantic, wondering if the next course should go out. It would have been just my luck if I had gotten lost in the labyrinth of corridors in the domus.

The rest of the evening passed almost without incident. Apicius did not notice the missing glasses, Octavius begrudgingly agreed that the meal was delicious, and Popilla excused herself early because she was “tired.”

When the last of the meal was delivered and the wine was opened up, I leaned on the doorway and watched the plates of olives, grapes, fine cheeses, and honeyed almonds go out to the guests.

Apicius was talking with Trio and his wife, Celera. Celera reached for the just-delivered morels in wine. “When are you coming to Rome?” she asked Apicius.

“Not just yet,” said my new dominus. “I think we want to wait a couple of years until Apicata is older.”

The corners of Octavius’s mouth curled upward slightly. I thought it interesting that he was pleased Apicius would not be coming to Rome anytime soon.

“Besides, look at this view!” Aelia extended her hand toward the darkly glittering sea. “Why would we want to give this up? Even if I had a house in Rome, I would still want to be here!”

“True, true,” conceded Trio. “However, there is much to be said about Rome. The people, the parties, and, oh, the games! You must visit soon and we’ll take you to the races, or to see the gladiators! There is no finer sport than watching the gladiators!”

“I care little for the gladiators.” Aelia wrinkled her nose. “So barbarous!”

“Ahh, but I bet you might like the meat!”

She opened her mouth in a horrified O. “From the gladiators?”

The group broke out laughing.

“No, no! From the animals!”

My interest was piqued. What I wouldn’t give for some of the rare meat distributed after a match! Meat from bears, tigers, rhinoceros, and other exotic animals killed in the height of battle was highly prized due to the heated blood that ran through the veins when the beast perished. I wanted the chance to serve up such delicacies.

“I have an in with the right people at the games,” Octavius bragged.

“Of course you do,” Apicius said dismissively. “Trio, do you go to the games often?”

“I do! If you come to Rome I can promise you excellent seats, not far from Livia and Augustus!”

Apicius smiled widely at his Roman friend, ignoring Fannia’s small groan of derision at the mention of her cousin’s name. “I would love to go to the games with you, Trio. I would absolutely love to.”

“All this heavy food has made me weary,” Octavius said loudly, interjecting himself into the conversation. To me he didn’t look weary, only bored.

His body-slave rushed forward to help Octavius off the couch. He took his leave of the party and Sotas stepped forward to escort him out of the house. Before he left he turned his head to where I stood in the kitchen doorway. Subtly, so that Apicius and the rest of the dining guests could not see, he raised his hand slightly and gave me a one-finger salute. I instinctively tucked my body back into the kitchen, and quickly sent a prayer off to Jupiter, for protection from that terrible envy, Invidia.

When I glanced back, he was gone. My heart hammered within my chest. I had only just met the man but already he felt angered and threatened by me. It seemed the rivalry between Apicius and Octavius was deeper than Sotas had let on.



PART II

1 C.E. to 2 C.E.


PEACOCK MEATBALLS

Peacock meatballs rank in the first place, provided they are fried until they burst their skins. Pheasant meatballs rank in the second place, then rabbit third, then chicken fourth, and tender young pork ones are fifth.

—Book 2.2.6, Meat Dishes

On Cookery, Apicius



CHAPTER 4

We didn’t see Octavius much in the following years. He went to Rome, where he quickly climbed the patrician ranks, which irked my master to no end. But I had a bigger concern—Popilla. She took every opportunity to make my life miserable.

She kept the worst of her torments for when Apicius was not around. She was fond of having her lackey, a burly house guard whose name I never learned, administer the lash.

Seven months after my purchase, Apicius went to his villa in Minturnae for a few days. On the fifth day he was gone, Popilla decided that I did not add enough garum to a dish of lamb.

“This is the most miserable piece of meat I have ever eaten!” she screamed, picking up the pieces on her plate and flinging them across the triclinium. The scissor slave who had been cutting up her meat backed away and cowered in the corner.

I stood in the corridor ready to send in my serving boy, Tycho, with the next course. At her scream, little Tycho tilted the plate of mustard beans he was carrying and they skittered in slimy trails all over the floor. He immediately burst into tears, terrified of the beating he might receive. I took the plate from his hand.

“Back to the kitchen, hurry,” I said, just loud enough for him to hear. I did not want him to be the one to receive the lash.

I stepped around him and entered the room, wondering if this night would be my last. Each day of Apicius’s absence Popilla had grown even bolder.

“You! Not only are you a terrible coquus but you are a clumsy oaf too! You can’t even hold a plate steady. Are your hands broken? No? Perhaps if they were you would have an excuse for your mediocrity!”

I saw her chin jerk toward her guard and next thing I knew I felt the lash upon my back. The plate crashed to the ground, and when I fell, the terra-cotta shards tore into the skin of my chin and chest. The guard kicked me. I felt the lash tear into my back again and the world swam for a second, then went black.

I did not see or hear what happened next, but, fortunately for me, and for my hands, Apicius had come home early. A screaming match ensued as well as a few brutal slaps to Popilla’s harpy face. Rúan told me about it the next day when he came to see me as I lay curled on my pallet, bruised and sporting many cuts that would turn to scars. It was a week before I could return to the kitchen. I hated Popilla more than I had ever hated anyone and I wished every day for her disappearance from the earth.

•  •  •

Aside from the troubles with Popilla, my time in Apicius’s kitchen passed as fast as an eastern wind over the ocean. My work was hard but I felt very alive then, more so than I ever had. Rúan and I became fast friends and his presence by my side at each meal was part of my early success. We seemed to inherently understand each other and his love of cooking was surpassed only by mine. Some of my most classic dishes were developed with his collaboration.

Rúan greatly missed Hibernia, his country in the north, which he called Ériu. While I had only ever known life as a slave, he was captured as a youth and his desire to be free was still strong within him. Sometimes we would daydream what it would be like to be the master, not the slave.

“But who would cook?” I once asked. “I do not think I could trust a slave.”

Rúan laughed, his deep chuckle reverberating through the kitchen. “Aye, you are right. We have high standards, my friend. Who on the gods’ green earth could cook a meal as fine as ours?”

Our meals were fine indeed. I often cooked around a specific theme, whether it be only foods from the sea, foods that began with a certain letter, or perhaps those that came from a certain region. I was adamant that the servants who delivered the food were both pleasing to the eye and able to serve the dishes with incredible precision and flair. The music that accompanied the meal had to create a specific ambience. The actors and acrobats I hired were elegant even when comedic. But the centerpiece of everything was, for me and for Apicius, the food. And while my master loved my cooking and believed I worked hard out of loyalty and dedication, in truth, it was my own pride that drove me in the kitchen. I was only a slave, but in this I knew I had great power. I experimented ruthlessly, tweaking recipes to highlight and bring out the finest flavors. I wanted, perhaps too much, for everything to be perfect.

It was not long before Apicius’s parties became the talk of Baiae. His couches were always full. I took great pleasure when I would walk to the market to make a purchase and overhear a passerby talking about how very much he would like an invitation to dine with Apicius. My dominus began to brag about my skills in the kitchen to all he knew.

I had asked for success on my first day and for that I kept my promise to the Lares. Every day I offered up a honey cake for their favor. It’s a promise I held to for many years, until the day I knew beyond all doubt that the haruspex’s words had not been false.

•  •  •

I had a greater devotee than Apicius, however, in his little girl, five-year-old Apicata. She was bubbly and vivacious, with a head of chestnut-brown curls that always seemed to be in disarray, and she loved the little animals I carved for her out of radishes and parsnips. Every time I saw her she asked if I would make her some new animal with her next meal. I was only too happy to oblige. I saw her nearly every day, which meant that I saw Passia every day as well. When I saw the flash of her stola in the entryway, my heart would beat like a temple drum.

Passia! Her name was a song in my mind. Whenever she came into the kitchen I thought I might faint with desire. Everything about her was perfect. Her long auburn hair was perfect against her tanned skin. Her eyes were a perfect ebony brown, her wrists perfect and delicate, her voice a melody that I wished I could hear every waking moment of my life.

She wanted nothing to do with me.

Months passed, and no matter how often I tried to strike up a conversation when she came to the kitchen to eat or to pick up a tray for Apicata, nothing I did or said could convince her to share more than a few words with me. If I saw her in other parts of the domus, she walked by, eyes on the tiles. I stopped her once on my way back from the Lares shrine, but she only glared at me and turned in the other direction.

I tried to casually ask Sotas about her but he saw right through me. “Give up now, Coquus. She is the dream of every slave in this household. In her mind you are no different. She wants nothing to do with any of you.”

Eventually I stopped asking her questions. I spoke to her only when she spoke to me or I needed to tell her something about the food she was taking to Apicata. I carved her roses out of radishes every day and placed them on every plate she picked up. She said nothing. She too thought I carved them for little Apicata.

•  •  •

Apicius saw the roses as a complement to the dishes I cooked and soon was asking me to carve more elaborate designs out of gourds and other vegetables. He often remarked on my talent with the carving knife. However, despite the success of our banquets, it wasn’t easy working for Apicius. I made a few mistakes early on, like dropping a platter full of fritters all over the kitchen floor when he made a surprise visit, or forgetting to add salt to a dish. In the beginning, my dominus was very harsh with me. I discovered that he was prone to wide shifts in mood. One moment he would be kind and giving to everyone around him and the next he was instructing Sotas to administer the lash. I didn’t speak much at first, preferring to err on the side of caution, but as I grew to know my dominus better, I learned how to discern his intent and how to avoid scars on my back. Eventually he became more forgiving even when I did make mistakes, provided they weren’t any that might embarrass him in front of others.
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