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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.’
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