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  Praise for the Miriam bat Isaac Mysteries



“June Trop brings to life a fascinating figure in 1st Century CE Alexandria, Miriam bat Isaac. Despite its ancient setting, the actions, conflicts, and characters come across realistically, even vividly. You will feel very much there as you witness crimes of murder, jealousy, and greed.” — The Amazing Kreskin
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Adapted from Sly, D. I. (1996). Philo’s Alexandria. London: Routledge.
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  Introduction

  
  




You are about to enter the world of first-century CE Roman-occupied Alexandria and participate in the perilous adventures of Miriam bat Isaac, budding alchemist and sleuth extraordinaire. Join her and her deputy Phoebe as they struggle to solve nine of their most baffling cases. 

Alexandria has already been in existence for nearly 400 years as a strategic crossroads between the western cultures of the Mediterranean and those of Egypt and the rest of the Near East. In 332 BCE, the Egyptians welcomed Alexander the Great to liberate them from Persian oppression. Then, with the help of an architect from the city state of Rhodes, Alexander designed the city that would become second in the Empire only to Rome.

But Alexander died before he could realize his dream. One of his generals, Ptolemy, declared himself king and established a dynasty that would reign for 300 years. Ultimately, the last of the Ptolemies, Cleopatra, was unable to maintain control of the city and lost her power to the Romans at the Battle of Actium in 31 BCE. Three years later, the Roman Senate bestowed on the victor, Octavian, the name Augustus, meaning the revered one, and declared him the first emperor of Rome. The Miriam bat Isaac stories in this collection take place about a hundred years later during the reign of Nero, the fifth emperor.

Join Miriam and Phoebe as they wrestle with scoundrels capable of the deadliest deceptions. But be careful. They will take you into Alexandria’s malignant underbelly. The first story, “Believing is Seeing,” is a locked-room mystery in which Miriam is baffled by not just who killed the sailor but how he could have died. As she explains to Phoebe, “He couldn’t have died from any natural cause, but suicide and murder were also out of the question.” Then comes “The Brother,” about a bizarre scheme to steal a rare manuscript. And next is “Revenge,” the story of two cousins dying suddenly from the same familial illness, or did they?

“The Fire” is an investigation into the death of a coquettish Roman woman. “The Guest” recounts the effects of one man’s simmering grudge against another. And in “The Mistress,” as Miriam overhears a stranger tell his companion that he plans to commit a murder, she and Phoebe try to thwart his scheme. 

“The Recollection” is about a man who, awakening on a pile of rubble in a rutted alley, struggles to recall who he is. “The Dagger” features Phoebe, eager to solve the murder of a retired gladiator whose throat was slit in a sleazy waterfront inn. And in the last story, “The Missing Widow,” Phoebe risks a pair of antique Etruscan earrings and her very life to solve the disappearance of her next-door neighbor.

Each adventure stands alone, but if you read the stories in order, you’ll see how the major characters develop and the minor ones earn a place in later stories. But most of all, whether or not you can help Miriam and Phoebe solve the crimes, your blood will flow faster as you escape to that world of adventure we all long for. Enjoy!




June Trop








  
  
  Believing is Seeing

  
  




The Eighth Year of the Reign of 

Nero Claudius Caesar Augustus Germanicus [Nero]

62 CE, Early March

Alexandria ad Aegyptum




“But Miriam, how could someone be dead when every way he could have died was impossible?”

“That’s why the death of Calix was my most baffling case. He couldn’t have died from any natural cause, but suicide and murder were also out of the question. I had no explanation until I mixed some intuition in with the facts.”

As usual on Shabbat, Phoebe had taken a break from helping Bion, her cherubic-faced husband, in his shop to pay me a lunchtime visit. Given the unusual warmth for an early spring day, I asked her to join me under the linen canopy of my family’s third-floor Egyptian-style roof garden.

We were sitting at a marble table across from each other on teak benches banked with cushions of cerulean and turquoise silk. Under the pinpricks of light, a rush of air grazed the nape of my neck and rippled Phoebe’s Chinese silk outer tunic, puffed out the ruffle along the lower edge of her inner tunic, and lifted the wispy feathers of dark hair that shade her brow. She giggled as she patted down her skirts with her dumpling-like hands, her fingers laden with massive rings glittering with precious gems in keeping with her status as the wife of a prosperous shopkeeper. 

“So, what made you think of Calix today?” I asked. “That case was so long ago.”

“Bion hired an apprentice who is occupying our upstairs apartment with his younger brother. I already told you about that, right?”

I wasn’t sure.

“Well, the brother had been staying at that inn, you know, The Pegasus, where you solved the case of that jackal-faced slave who was bludgeoned to death in his own locked room.” 

“Oh, that greasy place! Even the soup would saw off the roof of your mouth.” 

“Well,” continued Phoebe, “both deaths—the slave’s and Calix’s—defied explanation, but I wasn’t paying much attention in those days. Little did I know you’d make a vocation out of this sleuthing business. So, when I was walking over here and saw a beggar with something like the face of a jackal, and then I passed the house on the corner—that’s where Calix was killed, right? The place with that neat little walk—I made a connection between the cases and wondered how you happened to get involved in the one about Calix.”

“You passed the house of Ira ben Baruch—” 

“Yes, the house that used to belong to his father, that elder of your synagogue, the one who was crucified during the Riots.”

“Well, Calix was killed maybe ten years after the Riots. At the time, Ira ben Baruch was living downstairs in the front of the house, and his father’s elderly maid, Rhea, was staying in the room behind the kitchen. He’d rent out the two single rooms upstairs to sailors when the ports were closed for the season. Calix was one, and his shipmate—”

“So, how did you get involved in that case?” 

“It was early in the morning, a chilly February morning. The household was still asleep, but I’d been up working in our library on my formula to enhance the luminosity of precious stones. I remember how I shivered like a frightened horse when I opened the door. Mr. Baruch’s bearers stood before me, their bodies rigid, the taller one with a face as white as a fish’s belly, the other’s coursed with purple veins and glittering with moisture. 

“My mouth hinged open as I drew in a quick breath. ‘Yes?’ I said in a barely audible tone. The very sight of them standing there thickened my tongue.”

“‘It’s Rhea, Mr. Ira’s maid.’ The white-faced one spoke, his words getting tangled as they rushed out of his mouth. ‘She found the sailor this morning. Late, she said, for his appointment. So, she unlocked his door, saw him dead on his sleeping couch, and flew out of the room, screaming for us to fetch you. Said she didn’t know who else to call, Mr. Ira being away in the Holy Land. Said you’d know what to do.’” 

“So, what did you do?” Phoebe asked, tilting forward, her eyes vivid with excitement. The passing years hadn’t dulled her taste for sharing a juicy story. 

I closed my eyes until the case returned to me on a wave of memory.

“Well, are you going to tell me or not?” Already Phoebe’s voice was thin with impatience.

“Give me a chance. I haven’t thought about it in years.” I waited a while and then shook my head. “I couldn’t make any sense of it—” 

“Until you did—” 

“Okay. Until I did, but it was a challenge.” 

And so, I told Phoebe the whole story, letting the events wash over me as I relived every detail beginning with changing into my walking shoes, grabbing my himation, and sprinting out the door while tucking my satchel under my sash.

* * *

“Once I folded myself into the litter, Mr. Baruch’s bearers swept me southward into the crescendo of the awakening city as it braced itself for the harangue of hawkers, the bickering of moneychangers, and the haggling of vendors. After they dropped me off to park the litter in the outbuilding where they lodge, I elbowed through the onlookers, their wagging tongues, sighs, and creased foreheads gathering at the curb, and watched my shadow pull me up the narrow walk to the metal-studded, sun-bleached oak door. Like the door to a fortress. No wonder. The fear of another Riot waits like a coiled spring in the bowels of those who lost so much. 

“Rhea opened the door before I had a chance to knock and greeted me with a tear-stained leathery face atop a spindly neck and a baggy tunic girded at the waist around her scrawny frame. Dusted with cornmeal, she smelled of kitchen grease and dill. ‘Oh, Miss Miriam! It’s you. Thank Jupiter, you got here.’ A little pulse jumped at one corner of her lipless mouth as she pulled me in with an icy hand gnarled with arthritis.

“‘Were you expecting someone else?’ I asked, turning around to survey the marble atrium. Fingers of a winter sun were poking through the door, stretching across the onyx floor, and dusting the paneled walls frescoed with swirling vines and flowers.

“‘Well, with that gawking mob outside—like a pack of dogs—I’ve never seen such rabble—good-for-nothings, ruffians, like they’re at the games waiting for a handout. What’s this world coming to? Mr. Ira would be so upset. He’d fret no one’ll ever rent here again. But Lycus says they came because they heard me screaming—’

“‘Lycus?’ I asked.

“‘Calix’s friend. He rents the room across the hall from, well… Calix is the dead man.’ She’d lowered her voice to a whisper as if she might awaken him. Otherwise, her shrillness stabbed my ears like an icepick. ‘Calix was a perfect tenant, polite, neat, regular habits, and ever punctual with not just the rent, which, of course he was, but with everything else. And he would tip me on the calends to bring him at seven o’clock every morning some chopped dill stirred into a bowl of gruel to ease the pain in his bowels. Of course, I never told Mr. Ira about that. He’d say he wasn’t running a boarding house and it wasn’t my business to take money from the tenants. But that’s why at precisely seven—well, near enough—I went upstairs to knock on Calix’s door just like I always did, but this time he didn’t answer. Not a sound. So, I knocked again and again, even calling his name a few times, something I hated doing. If the bearers in the outbuilding slept as lightly as Calix, I knew I’d awaken them too. But that’s how frantic I was.’ 

“‘Do you know whether his room was locked?’

“‘We all lock our door from the inside with a bolt just above the doorsill in case someone forgets to secure the front door. And all the tenants have a key to both the front door and their room, to lock or unlock it from the outside. But Mr. Ira and I have a duplicate of each tenant’s key.’ Her bony arm reached inside the bodice of her tunic and withdrew a long, silk cord with several L-shaped latch lifters. I counted four, each with an iron shaft and a unique pattern of teeth. 

“‘So, what did you do next?’ I asked.   

“‘Well, of course, I did the right thing. I unlocked Calix’s door, and there he was just as I pictured him: on his sleeping couch, motionless—’ 

“She said more, but the blur of words was lost as her features crumpled, her shoulders caved, and her hands flew up to cover her bloodshot eyes and the thousand wrinkles that ringed them. I guided her to the wall to lean against a panel as the tears trickled through her twisted fingers and slid down her hollow cheeks. 

“Waiting till her pain ebbed, till she finished wiping her eyes with the heels of her palms and only a watery sheen remained, I prompted, ‘You were telling me about Lycus.’ 

“‘Calix and Lycus are friends—I mean were—I don’t know what I mean—but they’ve been renting for the season, till the ports reopen.’ She stopped to clear her throat and then continued. ‘They’re shipmates, came in on the Sirius last November.’ 

“Although I wanted to hear more about the friends and their routines, I was anxious to examine Calix’s body and inspect the room before the authorities arrived.”

* * *

“Well, so far, the case seems ordinary enough. This Calix either died a natural death—he did have bad bowels—or he was murdered by someone who entered the house, right?”

“Phoebe, Phoebe, Phoebe, you’ve been with me so long! Those were my very thoughts. I was even ready to dismiss Rhea as a suspect, that’s how genuine I thought her grief was except she was, after all, the one who found the body.” 

“So, what did you find out when you went upstairs?”

“Hold on. I’m coming to that.” 

* * *

“I followed the bedraggled gray braid that trailed down Rhea’s back as it led me to the foot of the sweeping, lantern-lined marble staircase. 

“‘Wait!’ She cried, stopping so abruptly I almost knocked her over. Then, turning to face me, her hand gripping mine like a vice, she sputtered, ‘Please understand, Miss Miriam, I cannot go up there. I just can’t.’ She was trembling like a terracotta puppet controlled by invisible strings. ‘I’d heard there was a curse on that room, but now Calix’s death is proof.’ 

“‘A curse?’ 

“Rhea nodded her head several times and swallowed hard. ‘That’s the room where Mr. Ira’s father slept, the room at the top of the landing. In fact, he was sleeping on that very couch when the mob stormed the house and carried him away. Even Mr. Ira refuses to use that room.’ 

“‘So, you think Calix died because he slept in that room?’ 

“‘Well,’ said Rhea, cocking her head, ‘Can you come up with a better idea?’ 

“I was certainly going to try.”

“So, stooping on some of the steps to pick up shards of pottery speckled with dill, I mounted the stairs and landed in a hallway smelling of polish and punctuated by mahogany doors.” 

“I stopped at Calix’s room, suddenly my senses on alert. Its door had been smashed. Struggling against the urge to rush into the room, I paused to inspect the locks. A latch lifter of the kind on Rhea’s cord could certainly have worked the shoulder-high lock. I also examined the keyhole for scratches, but no one had tried to use another key to persuade the lock to give way. Then, when I stepped over the debris to enter the room, I could see from the splintered woodwork that the inside bolt had been wrenched from the door jamb; even its bracket had been split.” 

* * *

“Oh, Miriam, did you really think the room was cursed?” 

“Certainly not in the beginning. I was looking for a rational explanation. But as a solution became ever more remote, I too began to wonder about the curse, even to the point of engaging that oracle by the Gate of the Sun.” 

Phoebe rubbed her hands together with glee.

“You know the one,” I continued, “the blind cyclops named Polyphemus.” Who says Phoebe is the only one with a flair for theatrics? 

“Oh, Miriam!” 

“But seriously, I wondered how Rhea got into Calix’s room in the first place. She herself said the tenants use the bolt just above the doorsill to lock it from the inside, and she certainly wouldn’t have had the strength to breach that bolt let alone smash down the door.” 

“Okay. Tell me more.” 

* * *

“I didn’t need to walk far into the room to know that Calix was dead. The room itself reeked of death, as if the sour smells of feces and urine had seeped into its very walls. He lay presumably as Rhea found him, on his sleeping couch curled on his left side, his head and body facing the wall. When I leveled his body, I saw that despite its stony stillness, his face was of a once-handsome man. His strong jawline, splendid forehead, and deeply sculpted cheeks were weakened by only the worry lines fanning his eyes. 

“His throat had been punctured with a short but sharp blade and with enough force to prevent air from reaching his lungs. Moreover, he must have died quickly because only a ribbon of blood had trickled down from the gash to stain his chest, tunic, and bedding.

“When I lifted the skirt of his embroidered tunic and pressed my lips to his abdomen, his body still felt warm. His arms were only a little cooler judging from the inside of his wrists. So, he hadn’t been dead long, perhaps an hour but not more than two. He probably died around the time Rhea brought him the gruel, which we can assume was around seven o’clock, certainly not much before. But there was something else too, an odor to his skin, somewhat like chocolate but with a fishy edge. I couldn’t place it then, but when I looked it up in my copy of De Medicina, I learned it was opium, the kind from China.

“Still, I had lots more to figure out. Why had Calix gone to bed in his tunic? Had he worn it to go out the night before? And if so, where had he gone, and why hadn’t he undressed? 

“By now, the morning sun was slipping through the room’s one window, the northern rays scissoring through the louvered shutters above Calix’s sleeping couch and painting stripes on the polished wooden floor. Its opposing panels were fastened with a hook-and-eye latch, no doubt to keep out the nighttime chill. When I swung them open and looked down, I saw the window was too high for anyone to have entered or left that way, and no tree or building was close enough for someone to have jumped. And then, when I tried to open the window, I confirmed that no one could have passed through it anyway, certainly not recently. An intact vertical web spanned the windowpane, and sure enough, an expectant spider hiding at its edge was guarding its handiwork.

“Next, crouching down, my nose to the floor, I saw that the floorboards, smooth with wear, fit together snugly. Then, lurching to my feet, my muscles aching from the stress, my joints straightening reluctantly, I rapped on the walls. Solid, I said to myself, with no breaks to provide any other way to enter or exit the room. So, I concluded no one could have entered except through the door.

“Next, I scanned the room’s spartan furnishings: the sleeping couch headed by a wicker chair, its wicker seat topped with a thin cushion, and a night table with an earthenware candlestick, a few candles, and a striker and trimmer. Across the room, I noted a flanged chamber pot; a basin and pitcher on a tripod washstand with a razor, comb, and polished bronze mirror; a seaman’s chest; and a cedar wardrobe. A lantern hung on the blind wall. 

“The wheels of an oxcart grumbling in the distance warned me that the authorities must be on their way, that I would need to hurry to avoid becoming a suspect myself. Still, I took a chance and went right to the wardrobe hoping for a clue as to why he wore a tunic to bed. As expected from the tidiness of his room, his clothes were hung neatly on hooks. He had one other tunic, a blue wool with a geometric border print, and two Indian cotton nightshirts. Next were his himation, a cloak with a hood, and a pair of shoes tied together. Above the hooks was a shelf with his sandals, a purse heavy with coins, a scroll, a seaman’s knife, and a bundle of letters. But, as I was about to open the scroll, the stamp of horses’ hooves alerted me that the magistrate’s soldiers had just turned into Mr. Baruch’s street.”

* * *

“Oh, Miriam, what did you do?” Phoebe looked at me with a sudden arrested attention.

“I listened to my heart pounding like a sledgehammer.”

“But what did—?’’

I held up my hand to silence her. “Give me a chance, Phoebe!” I took that moment to gather some more shreds of memory until I could once again hear the clop of the horses turning the corner and the soldiers’ hobnail boots scratching the pavement in front of Mr. Baruch’s house. 

“Remember I had my satchel with me, that I’d tucked it under my sash when I ran out?”

“Oh, no, Miriam. You didn’t!” She said, gripping the edge of the bench and leaning forward.

“I had no choice. Any minute the authorities would come pounding up the steps, and still I had no answers. In fact, based on the likely time of Calix’s death, Rhea had to be my prime suspect. But how could such a timid old woman have even broken down the door? Besides, what could her motive have been? I could only wonder whether she’d accurately reported the event to me. But again, I couldn’t figure out a motive for her lying either.

“Even more to the point, I felt a duty to Mr. Baruch. The only asset his poor father could leave him was the house itself. Everything inside had been plundered during the Riots. And, as if that wasn’t enough, the looters smashed the shutters and hurled their torches through the open windows. It took years for Mr. Baruch to rebuild. So, the only way he can pay his taxes is to keep lodgers, who certainly won’t rent when they hear rumors of a curse and an unsolved murder. 

“So, I did what I had to do. I thrust everything—the letters, knife, scroll, and purse—into my satchel and clattered down the stairs shouting to Rhea that I’d be back later. The door clanged shut as I raced down the walk, and turning the corner, I dove into the tide of shoppers.”

“Well, I’m dying to know about the letters. You said Calix was handsome. I’ll bet they were from some mysterious woman he met on an exotic voyage!” Phoebe’s whole body wriggled with excitement.

“Don’t worry, I’ll get to that. But first, to calm myself, I wended my way toward the local plaza. As long as I had my satchel, I figured I may as well pick up some raspberries from our vendor. You remember Nestor? He was standing by his cart—”

“Miriam!”

“Well, okay, I did skip the fruit,” I said feigning irritation. “But if you’ll stop interrupting me, I’ll tell you all about the letters and everything else I took from his room.” 

* * *

“I got home from Mr. Baruch’s house around noon. Tiptoeing into the library, I held my breath like a common thief before dumping the contents of my satchel onto the cherrywood table and putting all but the bundle of letters in the back of the lowest shelf of the hutch. You probably remember my cubbies there, where I used to keep my souvenirs and the figurines that belonged to my mother. 

“Then I untied the letters and skimmed through them. Right away I could tell they were all from the same person, a woman who wrote with the strong slant and even script of an innocent schoolgirl. She’d signed them ‘Your faithful Helen.’ Presumably she was his fiancée, and the letters were her half of a lengthy and ongoing correspondence in which she longed for their coming wedding. She praised his maintaining his connections with the traders he’d met on his voyages and saving the money to open a spice shop upon their marriage. 

“After that, I swapped the letters for his scroll and purse. The purse held ten drachmas (about $500 in US currency), a considerable amount of walking around money. It was the scroll though that surprised me. According to the entries—it was a ledger of sorts—he’d been making sizeable deposits at the Bank of Gabinius, his winnings from playing knucklebones at the Lady Luck, one of the sleazy saloons lining the waterfront. Already he’d accumulated a hefty sum, over a thousand drachmas, more than enough to buy a barrow for his business and a slave in his prime to help run it. Finally, I slid the knife out of its sheath and examined it: nothing remarkable, clean and sharp, the kind of short straight blade every seaman carries to cut rope.”

* * *

“So, what did you make of all that?” asked Phoebe, her forehead crinkling like a fan.

“Well, I had some facts, but I still didn’t know who killed Calix and more baffling, how the murderer got in and out of that room. I only knew it couldn’t have happened as Rhea reported it. Calix’s doorsill lock had been engaged, and she couldn’t have broken down the door by herself.

“By this time, of course, I’d already concluded that suicide was impossible. He’d died almost instantly with no bloody knife near his body, or, for that matter, anywhere he might have flung it. His upcoming marriage, his plans to establish a business, and his having continued to save money toward those goals merely confirmed my judgment.

“It was murder all right, and now I had a lead for a motive. Who’d been gambling with Calix at the Lady Luck? So, my next priorities were to sneak the items back into Calix’s wardrobe and ask more questions.”

“Oh, Miriam, I wish I could have been on that case with you. Remember in Caesarea when I spotted—”

“Shsh. That mission was dangerous enough and could still have dire consequences. But you were fearless, the bravest scout anyone could have. Ever!” 

Phoebe’s long jeweled earrings jingled as she wriggled again, this time with pleasure, and then shifting the cushions, she leaned back for more of the story. 

* * *

“The authorities left Mr. Baruch’s front door unlocked when they took Calix’s body away. I knew that because after threading my way past the few remaining loiterers still milling about as they speculated on the morning’s events, I was able to slip into the house easily. The clang of pots and the smell of scorched pans told me Rhea was busy in the kitchen. The house seemed otherwise empty, so I let my swift light feet carry me up the stairs and stepped over the debris that still littered the hall in front of Calix’s room. 

“My body stiffened as my gaze swept the room. It looked as if it had been burgled. The wardrobe doors were flung open, the garments in a heap, and the contents of the seaman’s chest (a pair of deerskin boots, tattered blankets, and some smaller items I didn’t have a chance to inventory) were strewn about along with the things that had been on the tripod stand and the now-toppled night table. The stench of dung from the soldiers’ boots and the ever-present stink of their beer, sweat, and arrogance brooded over the chaos.

“I held onto Calix’s items, but more than ever, I had to speak with Rhea.

“Refusing to listen to my inner voice urging me to calm down, I scuttled down the steps and barged into the kitchen.

“‘Rhea, what happened to Calix’s room?’

“Turning around while wiping her hands on the towel about her waist, she stared at me in horror. ‘What do you mean?’    

“‘It’s been burgled!’ 

“Fear hardened her eyes into dark pebbles. ‘I told you there’s a curse on that room.’ Her voice had risen to a metallic shriek. Then, perhaps reining in some of that fear, she added with a deep sigh and mellower voice, ‘I’ve told you everything I know.’ 

“Easy, Miriam, I thought. She’s your principal witness. Don’t turn her into your principal adversary. ‘I know you have, but maybe you’ll remember more if we talk a while.’ 

“‘Like what?’ She snapped. But then her shoulders melted, and she pointed with her chin to a pair of wrought iron stools under the workbench adjacent to her oven. 

“I pulled out the stools but kept them close together. With our knees nearly touching, I could gauge her emotions. I still had so many doubts about her.

“‘This morning, when you found Calix,’ I asked, ‘what was he wearing?’

“‘Why a nightshirt, of course!’ 

“‘But when I saw his body, he was dressed in an embroidered tunic as if he’d gone to bed wearing it. How do you explain that?’

“Her eyes flew open. ‘Well, I’m not his wife! How in the name of Jupiter should I know what he wears to bed!’

“‘Rhea, you were the first to discover the body. Your observations are crucial to finding Calix’s killer. You want to do that, don’t you?’

“She bowed her head and nodded over and over. 

“‘I know you do. That’s why you sent for me. You were frightened. What frightened you?’ 

“She murmured to her knees. ‘He didn’t answer the door like he always did, even though he was such a light sleeper. He always met me at the door. Instead, I stood in the hall holding his bowl of gruel, you know, with the dill for his bowels. It was so quiet, so very quiet inside his room. And I knew he had an early appointment at the bank—’ 

“Her legs twitched, her features convulsed, and then clumps of sound gushed out of her in a rising howl. ‘I saw him with my own eyes, but how can you expect me to remember what he was wearing? And then the bowl fell to the floor. I tell you, the curse did that! Probably just when Charon was ferrying his soul across the River Styx. Oh, I wish I’d never brought him that gruel this morning! Seeing him like that, lying on his back, cold and stiff, that ghastly pool of blood, his skull crushed, his face bloated with death, his eyes bulging, will haunt me forever.’ 

“‘You poor, poor dear,’ I said, patting her knee as she hiccupped with sobs. But now I no longer had to wonder how she breeched Calix’s doorsill lock. She simply didn’t.

“I waited for Rhea to calm down, but the truth is I needed the time myself to digest her answer. When at last her tears dried to a crust, I asked my other question. ‘Rhea, can you tell me where Calix went last night?’ 

“‘Not exactly. They’d been—’

“‘They?’

“‘Lycus, him and Lycus. They’d been drinking. Must have been. But how would I know where sailors go? All I know is they came home late, so late I’d already gone to sleep. But even so, they woke me. And even from my room at the back of the house, I could hear Lycus’s uneven footfalls as he helped Calix up the steps.’ 

“I almost believed in Rhea’s curse because at that moment I too heard uneven footfalls mounting the stairs. And I shuddered.” 

* * *

“Okay, so she answered your questions, but she must have told you something else because I can tell you’re holding something back from me.”

“Remember, Phoebe, I told you I couldn’t solve the case until I used my intuition?” 

“So?” Phoebe rolled her hands forward like little wheels.

“After I spoke with Rhea, I was able to do just that.”

“You mean you figured it all out?” Phoebe sucked in her lower lip, frowned, and then drummed her fingers on the table. “But I still don’t get it. What am I missing?”

“Well, I haven’t finished yet. I had one more person to interview.”

* * *

“His little cage of a room exhaled the stench of ripe clothing and the acrid grease of tallow wicks. Low-raftered and with a sagging wooden floor, it had space for only a trunk, a chamber pot under the washstand, a pallet—really just a puddle of straw—and a couple of benches against the windowed wall where we sat. The other walls were paneled in a dark wood that sucked up whatever was left of the late-afternoon light. 

“‘Okay, I know how you did it, but I don’t know why, though I have a pretty good idea. Was it because of money?’ 

“He was so quiet, so deep in thought, that I began to wonder whether he even heard my question. But then his face collapsed in despair, and his brooding eyes stared down at the bitten-back nails of his ropy hands while mine surveyed his room.

“His meaty shoulders sank. ‘Sort of. Yeah, money was a big part of it.’

“I waited for him to find the words to continue.”

“‘Calix was saving money for a new life with his girl, Helen, so he wouldn’t have to go to sea no more. But never in all the years since Ephesus, did he mention rewarding me for saving his life.’

“I looked into the weathered face of this bullnecked sailor, his burly chest pressing against the contours of his tunic, his arms as substantial as battering rams, his calloused hands knotted with snaking veins. His torso ended with a left thigh as solid as a tree trunk, but his right one looked as spindly as a sapling.” 

“‘His life?’ I asked. 

“‘Yeah. Calix loved to gamble, and he was good at it too. Maybe too good. We was best buddies, him and me, see?’ I saw the memory twitch behind Lycus’s eyes. ‘And we’d go to The Dionysus. That’s the tavern in Ephesus where all this happened. They had this backroom—probably still do—where you could play knucklebones all night. And he was winning big time when this granite slab of a man waved his cudgel and accused my buddy of cheating. There must have been several thugs there. Okay, maybe just two or three. So, we got into this brawl. The one with a bull-dog face and a swag of fat over his belt. I must have broke his jaw the way his mouth flapped open and his eyes rolled back.”

“‘I smashed the other’s face too. He went down with a groan, flat on his back, smacked the floor so hard it felt like an earthquake. That’s when Calix snatched his money and ran, which left me to fight it out with Granite Slab. I remember him swinging that cudgel. Oh, he worked me over real good. Polished it on this here right leg of mine. Busted the bone in a thousand pieces. I can still hear the sniggers as I hopped away on the good one.

“‘Oh, he patted me on the back all right, Calix did. He’d been listening for me in the latrine next door. So, he hired a litter—big deal—to take us back to the ship and paid some slave to wrap my leg. But after that, I could never earn the wages he did. Wrenching pain unless I have my helper right here.’ He patted the leather purse fixed to his belt. ‘But the worst of it is this here wobbly leg of mine. When the Sirius—she’s our ship—is heaving and swaying and the foam is reaching out to throw me overboard, my good buddy just guffaws, having a high old time chasing the froth around the deck.

“‘But like I said, he never offered to compensate me for the leg I lost that night. Never even asked! What a buddy! By rights, some of his money is mine.’

“Then, closing his eyes and shaking his head, he bit the corner of his thumb and spat out a sliver of cuticle. ‘You know, I wouldn’t have killed him if the pieces hadn’t fit together.’

“‘The pieces?’

“‘Well, we went out to the Lady Luck last night. I knew I shouldn’t ’a’ gone, but what am I supposed to do? And yeah, he gambled a lot. Me? I just watched. I knew I wasn’t in his league. Never was. But when he hunched over the table and winced, I went over. ‘What’s the matter, buddy?’ I asked. He said, ‘Nails in my bowels. You got something?’ He meant the opium I always carry for this here leg. I fished a pinch out of my purse and gave it to him. Anyway, that was the first piece.

“‘His grimace soon softened into a tentative smile, but he could barely stand up.
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