BENITA KANE JARO

“...a voice I can listen to, and an ear that hears right.”
— John le Carré



THE DoOoOr

IiNn the Wall



General Editor:
Marie Bolchazy

Production Editor Editor:
Laurie Haight Keenan

Page/Cover Design and Typesetting:
Cameron Marshall

Cover Hlustration:
“The Door in the Wall”, by Thom Kapheim

©copyright 2002 Bolchazy-Carducci Publishers, Inc.
All rights reserved.

Bolchazy-Carducci Publishers, Inc.
1000 Brown Street, Unit 101
Wauconda, IL 60084 USA

www.bolchazy.com

Printed in the United States of America
2002
by

ISBN: 0-86516-533-5

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data



Preface






Benita Kane Jaro’s three-volume cycle — The Lock, The Key, and The Door in

the Wall — spring from the ideal marriage between the historian and the nov-
elist. Many historical novels are good novels but bad history, full of inaccurate
details and anachronistic confusion between the attitudes and values of the past
and those of the present. Others get so bogged down in historical minutiae that
they never emotionally engage the reader, as any good novel must. These three
volumes are both historically accurate and emotionally engage the reader in the
lives of some of the most fascinating characters from the best documented period
in the history of the Roman Republic: Catullus, Cicero, Caesar, Pompey, Publius
Clodius, and Clodia Metelli.

Benita Cane Jaro deftly brings these characters to life through the eyes of
Marcus Caelius Rufus, who knew them all and has left us a number of witty and
insightful comments on people and events in letters to Cicero. Indeed, she has
carefully researched not only the letters and speeches of Cicero but also the other
relevant ancient authors and many works of modern scholarship in order to be as
accurate as possible. On those rare occasions when she has had to exercise literary
license in regard to known facts, she alerts the reader in the appended notes to each
volume.

Reading historical novels, particularly good ones like these, is something of an
illicit pleasure for the academic historian trained according to the standards of rig-
orous scholarship. Such an historian must be wary of making broad generalizations
or speculative inferences without thorough documentation and careful considera-
tion of reasonable counter arguments and qualifications, all duly footnoted. The
Scholar has to be on constant guard lest, beguiled by an unwarrented hypothesis or
personal bias, she or he should soar untethered into the realms of unreality. The
good historical novelist, not bound by the cumbersome conventions of scholarship
but using a lively imagination disciplined by sound research, can go beyond the
facts to a degree that the academic historian might secretly wish but cannot do with
a good conscience in scholarly publication. Some scholars have recently experi-
mented with combining conventional scholarship and the historical novel’s imag-
inative reconstruction of undocumented gaps in the historical record in order to
make their work more lively and interesting to a wider audience. Such a practice is
dangerous, however, because the unwary reader attracted by such an approach to
history can easily become confused about what historians know and what they do
not know. It would be far better for such historians to write good historical novels
separate from their scholarship.

Good historical novels like the ones presented in these three volumes are an
excellent, painless way to enhance historical inquiry. They present the basic charac-
ters, events, and social context of a particular historical time and place in a lively,

Set in Rome during the turbulent and passionate times of the dying Republic,
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memorable, and concrete way. They provide a welcome change of pace and make the
material in traditional history books and documents seem more interesting, relevant,
and real. They can also stimulate questions about what really happened, what a char-
acter was really like, or what happened beyond the confines of the novel. That will
stimulate greater interest in the “hard” history gleaned from textbooks, documents,
and the works of scholars. We need to learn how to do “hard” history, or we shall end
up in an Orwellian world in which history will be whatever anyone wants it to be.
Nevertheless, good historical novels can soften the task.
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To MAJ, as Always.



He was as great as a man can be without
being moral.

—De Toqueville on Napoleon,

applied by Sir Ronald Syme to Caesar



Dividitur ferro regnum; populique potentis,
Quae mare, quae terras, quae totum possedit orbem,
Non cepit fortuna duos.

—Lucan, Book |

Then the possession of empire was

put to the arbitration of the sword.

The fortunes of a people which possessed
sea and earth and the whole world,
Were not sufficient for two men.

—Translated by Anthony Trollope
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Principal
Characters






The Names by which people are most commonly identified
in the text are here printed in boldface.

THE ASTERISK SIGNIFIES A CHARACTER | HAVE INVENTED

Marcus Caelius Rufus: a young politician, pupil of Cicero

The Chief Magistrate of the town of Thurii

Gaius Valerius Catullus: a poet from Verona, friend of Caelius

Publius Clodius Pulcher: an aristocrat, brother of Clodia

Clodia: wife of Metellus, sister of Clodius

Marcus Tullius Cicero: a lawyer and senator, former consul of Rome.
Tiro, later Marcus Tullius Tiro: a slave, later freedman, secretary to Cicero
Marcus Caelius Rufus the Elder: father of young Marcus Caelius Rufus
*Crito: a slave, pedagogue to Marcus Caelius Rufus

Philo: a freedman, servant of Caelius

Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus (Pompey the Great): a Roman general, conqueror
of the East

Gaius Julius Caesar: a rising politician. Pontifex Maximus and City Praetor.
Marcus Licinius Crassus Dives: a consul. One of the richest men in Rome.
Publius Crassus: a young politician, son of Crassus

Gaius Scribonius Curio: a young politician, friend of Caelius

Marcus Antonius (Mark Antony): a young politician, friend of Caelius
Quintus Cassius Longinus: a young politician, friend of Caelius

Gaius Licinius Calvus; a young poet and politician, friend of Caelius
Marcus Porcius Cato: descendant of a great family, a senator

Gaius Antonius Hybrida: a former consul and provincial governor

Titus Annius Milo: a tribune of the people
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Book One






ters. It used to be a guardroom, | believe, for it is perched above the munic-

ipal gate, and has views in two directions: one over the road, the other
across the rooftops to the sea. It is perfectly adequate for my purposes, except that
it is entirely empty. “Bring me a table and chair,” | order.

The chief magistrate of the town, my prisoner now like everyone else within
the city walls, nods violently over his twisting hands. “Very good, praetor. A table
and chair.”

“I must write a report.”

The magistrate goes on talking, bobbing up and down and wiping away the
sweat, but | am not listening. | am looking around the room. The sun comes in the
windows, bringing with it the heat of an early October morning, the scent of stone
baking in the sun, a faint, salt whisper of the sea. Overhead pigeons flutter with
muted cries; from the street voices rise, so attenuated by the heat that I can barely
hear them. | lean against the sun-dried window frame. and the silence that has sur-
rounded me since | left Rome falls on me again.

The silence. It is true: around me a great stillness has fallen. It is as if sounds
cannot reach me any more, as if | were removed from them-or they from me. Once
in Rome an apartment house fell down. The noise was so great that for a long time
after no one in that street could hear at all, and we went around signaling to one
another by gestures, ambiguous and strange, through the dusty air. It is like that for
me now. In Rome there was a vast noise. It covered the universe. And now every-
thing is quiet around me, and what people do has little meaning. It isn’t an unpleas-
ant sensation, this silence. In fact, | rather enjoy it. There is peace in it. For a
change.

In Rome there has been no peace for many years. There has been pulling and
shouting, the clash of swords. Men are dead in the streets, and armies have assem-
bled; there have been battles, bloodshed, cries, smells-noise. And the fighting has
spread, to Italy, to Spain, even as far as Greece, where two armies-two Roman
armies-sit facing one another, across a void and a silence. We are waiting, we have
been waiting for months, to hear the outcome. Until the news arrives, | do not
seem to hear anything else.

This morning when we seized the town, | took this room for my headquar-

In my time, Rome has produced great men-two of the greatest our country in
its seven hundred years has ever seen. Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus, called Pompey
the Great, and Gaius Julius Caesar. Conguerors, statesmen, patriots; rivals and col-
leagues, first one then the other, now they are pulling the city down around their
ears in their haste to destroy one another. The noise of it was everywhere. My ears
still ring, my eyes sting with the dust, my throat is parched. Yet in this dusty room
it is quiet, and I will have a chance to think.

-19 -
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But not if the little magistrate has his way. “Praetor,” he wails at me now, twist-
ing his hands together as he surveys the dust-moted emptiness. “For your report?
Wouldn’t you prefer something better? Something more suitable? My house is at
your disposal if you...”

“This is fine.” I am not interested in the mewlings of an anxious provincial dig-
nitary in a little town hundreds of miles from Rome. “This will do. In a civil war
one cannot expect comforts.”

“Yes, praetor.”

“You have heard of the war here? Caesar? Pompey? All that?”

“Oh, yes, praetor, certainly.” But | am by no means sure he has.

“Yes, well, if you will excuse me, | must write-"

He is encouraged, his eyes take on a gleam of hope. A report is something he
understands. “Praetor-" he ventures. “I-” But he has not quite the courage to ask
me the obvious question. | can see him working himself up to it-he is thinking now,
for instance, that | am young to be a praetor, and wondering if he can make some-
thing of that. I am young, thirty-four, instead of the normal forty required for the
office, but he is wrong: there is no advantage to him in that fact.

I give him a grin that shows my teeth and he subsides into his normal futility.
“Yes, praetor. A table and a chair, as you asked. They are coming. For your report.”

“That is satisfactory. Tell me, magistrate-” Again that hopeful light. Perhaps
now | am going to divulge...? But no. “Tell, me, magistrate. What is the name of
this place?”

Dashed, he mutters, “It’s called Thurii. It's quite an important town in this
region. We have a valuable trade in pitch and timber, and the harbor is the best in
Southern Italy. Or the best for a town of this size, anyway....”

“Yes, yes. Well, a town as important as...what did you say?”

“Thurii.”

“Yes, Thurii. A town this big ought to have a garrison, shouldn’t it?” | know it
should, especially in the time of a war. It is not the kind of thing Julius Caesar over-
looks.

A hit. Sweat starts out on the little man’s forehead and his weak brown eyes
look frightened, his jowls shake. “No, no. We haven’t got anything like that. No
garrison. You can search the place...” But he has no hope of concealing the terror
that is turning his fat skin green.

“I have searched it,” | say patiently. “My men have been through it from grain
cellar to temple pediment. Remember?” | wave my hand toward the window,
through which I can see my rag-bag of an army down below, making its bivouac in
the dusty little square. “I know there’s no garrison. What | want to know is why
not?”

“Oh, praetor, | couldn't tell you that. Surely that’s a decision for Rome? They
wouldn’t consult me about things like that, would they? | mean...” He’s lying of
course; | expected he would. | don’t know quite why, however. He has something
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to conceal, this fat little creature. Well, he’s not alone in that.

This provincial Solon is not as stupid as he looks. “Praetor,” he says, still hope-
ful, “could you tell me...? Who are your superiors? | mean...| mean, your report that
you're going to write? May | ask, who is it for?

Who is it for? A good question. In fact, another hit, this time for his side.

He knows it, too. Taking heart from his near strike he blurts out the rest of his
problem. “Praetor,” he cries. “Which side are you on?”

It is of course the most important question in a civil war. And | have not
known the answer since | left Rome.

There has been too much noise. In my life, there has been too much. Perhaps
in the silence of this place | will discover the answer...

But there is to be no silence. No sooner have | thought this than the door bangs
open, the dust-motes leap and spin, the little magistrate flings a glance of panic
over his shoulder-what on earth is he concealing? | shall have to find out, and soon.
Suddenly the room is full of people. My staff, such as it is-my freedman, Philo, a
dark man with a harried look; a runaway gladiator who serves as my military trib-
une-don’t laugh, he was the best I could do, and at least he had some experience in
the army-half a dozen senior centurions, a clerk with a writing board and stylus, try-
ing to take notes; a servant trying equally assiduously to remove my travel-stained
cloak and the dust from my boots. Also, four of the ten members of the town coun-
cil; a distinguished philosopher-or what passes for one in a place like this-the fla-
men from the Temple of Jupiter in the forum down below; and a retired military
tribune who fought with Marius a generation ago and who is therefore the town’s
expert on anything military. Three slaves are struggling through the crowd with a
plain wooden kitchen table which they set in the middle of the floor. A fourth
places a beautiful antique ebony chair behind it. Every one of these people is shout-
ing at the top of his voice-the philosopher in Greek-waving his arms, shrugging,
gesturing, milling around.

“Get out,” | tell them, to a chorus of protests. “But praetor...the baggage wag-
ons...the issue of grain for the noonday meal...the hostages from the town...the
duties of the Truly Wise Man...the time we invested a town on the Po....”

“Out,” | say again, this time slightly raising my voice. “I must write. | have a
report to make.” There is a sudden quiet as if a theater full of people had turned to
stare at me. In a surprisingly short time the room is clear and | am alone with the
sunlight and the dust-motes, the birds on the summer air.

I like this empty room, with its unfinished wooden walls and the names of the
young men who served in the guard carved into them, its unswept floor patched
with sunshine from the translucent sky outside... Through the window I can see the
town. From here it is no more than a collection of roofs in every color that tile can
take: rose, ivory, amber, garnet, rust, falling in a long, arrested tumble down to the
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swept blue curve of the sea. The shadows hug the walls, unwilling to venture fur-
ther into the empty morning streets, the fountain plays alone in the sunny little
forum. Pigeons fly up, the sunlight on their turning wings; a squad of my soldiers
marches through, raising the dust near the temple... So this is Thurii, my posses-
sion.

Closer at hand, on the other side, is the road. It passes under the wall, just
beneath my window. Its heavy white stones, slow and rutted, are thick with dust,
but as it slips away, it gains momentum. Out past a clump of straggling oaks wilting
in the heat, it picks up speed sliding through the dark blue shadows as if they were
a pool of water, out into the golden fields, the tarnished silver olive groves, head-
ing for the forests and the mountain slopes to the north. As the road runs it gath-
ers speed. It leaps a gully on a single stony foot and stretches itself out, lean and
empty, racing over the countryside towards the place where the sky comes down to
meet the earth. There it joins the highway, the Via Appia, and disappears, free at
last, on its long journey north to Rome. Rome...

The silence. The summer air. The sea.

| have drawn a piece of paper toward me, over the nicks and scars of the
kitchen table. I must write. And it must be paper, not the wax boards used for notes,
for this is an official document-as official, | suppose as any in my life. Though to
whom I ought to address it |1 do not have the least idea.

Once there was a man who would have cared. Gaius Julius Caesar, the most
remarkable man | ever met...Well, enough of that. He is not the only man in the
world who might have wanted to know what has become of me. | have friends, |
even have enemies, who would want to hear from me. There are the boys | grew up
with, the men | served or served under, and the ones | fought against: | could write
for them. But most of them are dead in this terrible war. And the others...? | can-
not tell. Scattered, discredited, destroyed, or gone on to be heroes and remembered
forever. | do not know. It is part of the silence that surrounds me that | can get no
News.

The thing to do is to write my report, beginning at the beginning and leaving
nothing out. Perhaps in the end it will show which side | am on.

And in the meantime, writing itself will be enough. It has its own reality, its
own rewards. For instance, the paper they have given me is beautiful, made from
papyrus as soft as new leather and thick as cream. A few threads at the edges glow
where they catch the sunlight. It is an object of the same order of beauty as the
plain bare room, the kitchen table, the shapes and colors of the parched landscape
outside. It is a long time since | have had a chance to notice such things.

The shadow of wings tumbles across the paper, a drift of air floats through the
window, bringing with it the vast, drowsy hum of the summer morning. | must
make my report. There will be time enough later to decide who it is for.



Book One

DOCUMENT APPENDED

THURII

OCTOBER 1, 706 YEARS FROM THE FOUNDING OF THE CITY
REPORT OF MARCUS CAELIUS RUFUS

PRAETOR PEREGRINUS OF ROME

No, that’s wrong.

LAST REPORT OF MARCUS CAELIUS RUFUS
PRAETOR PEREGRINUS OF ROME...
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omeone laughed in the dark under the archway. “Shut up,” another voice said
Sand the laughter died away. | heard Clodius sweatr.

“What'’s the matter, darling?” the first voice continued. It was my cousin
Catullus’, rusty on the cold night air. “Is your dress too tight?”

“By the Dog,” Clodius mumbled, but a drift of music from the building silenced
him. I looked out into the Forum where the first brightness of the sky had extin-
guished the stars, though it had so far failed to reveal the earth below. A breeze had
begun to blow off the Tiber, bringing the smell of silt and damp, chilly stone. | felt
cold and sober, robbed of the wine | had drunk during the evening. A sadness as of
loss gripped me, and | wandered a few steps into the open space. “If we're going to
get him into the festival, you'd better hurry,” I said over my shoulder. “It’s almost
dawn.” From the house behind the archway the music came constantly, a thread of
sound over the muffled rumble of the drum. “The women must be getting ready for
the sacrifice in there,” | urged them, rubbing the stubble on my chin. | wouldn’t
mind a bath, | thought. It had already been a long evening.

“By the Dog, I'd like to know what they’re doing now,” Clodius hiccupped. He
was standing in front of me-weaving a bit, it was true-looking at me with ludicrous
solemnity out of his large black eyes. | could just make them out, hollows in the
pale oval of his face, his mouth another. He had his finger over his lips to warn me
to be quiet, but he was trying to talk around it. “No one’s allowed to know what the
women do in there on the night of the feshtival.”

“But you're going to find out, aren’t you, darling?” Catullus said, coming up
beside me. “How does he look?”

The light in the sky must have been growing, though I could see no difference
in the slow seep of grayness overhead, but against the east now | could make out
the roof of the Temple of Castor, and when | looked down, there was Clodius in a
woman’s dress.

“Great Gods,” | said.

“He’ll be better when we get the wig on-put it on, will you? Good. See?”
Catullus passed me the wine jar he had had the foresight to bring with him, and |
felt better at once. The wine did not seem to reach my stomach at all, but to go
directly to my head. | laughed. “The Pontifex Maximus’ wife is going to love him,”
| said, and drank some more.
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“She already does,” Clodius boasted. “Point of the whole operation.” He closed
his eyes and shook his head, but he was so drunk he forgot he was making these ges-
tures and while he talked his eyes remained closed and his head went on bobbing.
“They’re having a feshtival there. Women’s goddessh. All the men have to leave-
even the slaves. Good time for me. Opportunity. Won't meet her husband in the
atrium, see?”

“Yes,” | said. “We know.” | was laughing. We had arranged this in a bar after a
party. To Catullus | said, “He does look pretty good. You think he’ll pass? That
wig...” It was strange how completely the wig disguised him; he really did look like
a woman. He was a grown man-nearly thirty as far as | could tell, which made him
almost ten years older than I-but he was short and slight. That helped his disguise,
I suppose. | could never have gotten away with it myself, for I am tall and strongly
built. But it was more than that-there was something strange about Clodius. The
dress did not create it, it only seemed to bring it out.

“He’ll do just fine, won't you, darling?” Catullus was crooning in his grating
voice. | could see that he recognized Clodius’ ambiguous character, too.

“There’ll be a lot of women in there.” | was thinking how unreliable-and how
drunk-Clodius looked. “I mean, do you think it’s a good idea? It’s not just his girl-
friend, you know, but her husband’s female connections-the whole clan, | wouldn’t
be surprised. Plus the maids, the musicians-"

“The musicians!” Catullus cried, hunting busily around him. He seemed to
wink in and out of the darkness of the arches on the Pontifex Maximus’ house.
Clodius, muttering, lurched back and forth on his feet. “You’re not going to fall
down, are you?” | asked, making a grab for his arm.

“There.” Catullus reappeared and shoved a lyre into Clodius’ hands. The
strings gave out a startled cry of protest. “All set then? Let’s go.” He took Clodius’
arm, gesturing me to take the other. We led him back under the darkness toward
the music, but he shook us off. “Go alone. Perfectly shober now.”

“Come on.” Catullus dug his elbow into my ribs to force me to be quiet, for the
door was opening. The light from inside spilled out toward us, making the darkness
around it deeper, but showing Clodius in its brilliant glow. His slim figure looked
graceful and feminine in its flame-colored dress, his head under the saffron-dyed
wig was as proud and delicate as a statue’s. He turned and | saw his profile. “Great
gods,” | whispered to Catullus. “He’s a handsome man.” Even the wig could not
disguise that: his skin was white, his eyes black; his features were arrogant and aris-
tocratic and stamped with so pure a beauty that this little prank all of a sudden
seemed silly and rather tawdry.

Catullus at my shoulder gave me his irregular grin. “Nice for the Pontifex
Maximus’ wife.”

Clodius had disappeared into the doorway to the sound of flutes and finger-
cymbals. “Like the god Dionysus,” | said, and Catullus nudged me again in the ribs.
“Yes. And he’s escorted by two drunken satyrs, just as in the traditional pictures.”
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He laughed and handed me the wine-jar. It was a big one. He must have persuad-
ed the bartender to part with half the evening’s supply. Clever Catullus. Holding it
in my arms very carefully | wandered into the Forum.

The sky had lightened again, and the buildings, as if dawn were creating them,
appeared as unfinished shapes against the gray. The air was very cold, and I could
hear the rattle of leaves in some laurel bushes nearby, the first startled cheep of a
sparrow waking under the eaves. Catullus leaned against a pillar, his arms crossed
on his chest, his head back. He had a wrestler’s stocky body, with heavy muscles
dragging down his neck, and forearms that looked bunched and layered. His face
was no more than a cluster of ill-assorted features, but his forehead was intelligent
and his mouth sensitive. He was twenty-one, two years older than I, and while |
had not yet grown into my height and was still awkward sometimes, he was already
a man.

He was also either asleep on his feet or deeply absorbed in thought. He did that
often-disappeared into himself-even in the middle of a discussion. | wondered what
he was thinking of, but his face gave no indication. I sighed and drank some more
wine.

“The Forum of Rome,” | said, drawing in my breath. | don’t know why it moved
me, for it was scarcely more at that moment than a sense of space opening out
around me, a touch of cold air, a gauzy drift of breeze. All the same | walked out
into it with a feeling of elation. The gray in the sky had spread and imperceptibly
deepened into a rich wine-blue. Shapes of buildings, recognizable now, were cut
against it out of some substance not like stucco and stone but cool, liquid, and dark.
wavering on the point of disappearing back into the night, like reflections on black
water. | thought if | touched them my hand might pass right through; | even laid
my palm on the stone of the Pontifex Maximus’ house and was surprised to discov-
er that it was as warm and rough-textured as an animal’s hide.

| stepped out farther, hugging the wine-jar to me like a baby. | was a little
uncertain on my feet and thought | might drop it. It seemed a sad thought. “Here,”
I muttered. “I've got you. Don't worry, | won't let you fall.”

Out in the open Forum the air was still quiet with the silence of night, made as
it is of small, distant sounds: the murmur of water tumbling into a fountain, the
whisper of leaves, a low thrumming of the wind passing among the columns of a
temple porch. But in the side streets it was almost morning. | could hear footsteps
on the stones as someone hurried to be the first to wait on his patron; a baker rolled
back the shutter of his shop, releasing the smell of bread into the air; smoke from
the morning sacrifice eddied out into the darkness, stinging my noise with the pun-
gent cleanliness of incense.

A voice spoke near at hand, and | turned to look at Catullus, but it had not
been his. He was leaning where | had left him, a dim shape in the darkness of the
archway. His eyes were still closed, and | wondered if he knew how to sleep on his
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feet, like a horse. It would not have surprised me. He knew a lot of things, a fact
which I envied. He was my distant cousin, but we did not, at that moment, seem
very much alike.

The voice spoke again. | whirled around, still clutching the wine-jar. Catching
myself off balance, | tripped and stumbled against someone, falling heavily on top
of him. He thrashed under me like a fish; | could feel the hard bone of his hips grind
against mine. | hugged the wine-jar tighter. “Here, what do you think you're
doing?” | bellowed, but his legs were tangled with mine, his elbow punched in an
undirected way at my mouth.

“Ouf,” he said as the breath went out of his lungs. Immediately other hands
gripped my arms, pulling me upright. I caught the bluish shine on the edge of a hel-
met, the blackened flash of a crimson cape. “Great Gods!” | cried. “Lictors!” | had
knocked down a magistrate of some kind. I tried to lean down and see who it was,
but the hands tightened on my arms, digging into the muscles so that | winced.
“Hey, watch out,” | protested. “You’'ll make me drop the wine.”

“Name?” a second lictor demanded, planting himself in front of me in a threat-
ening way. He carried his bundle of rods; he was fingering it, waiting for the order
to take one out and beat me. | tensed my shoulders, but the arms holding mine did
not relax their grip. “Name?” the lictor repeated.

From the ground their magistrate said: “That’s all right, Andreius. It was an
accident. Let him go.”

They were well-trained, these official bodyguards. Immediately they released
me and stepped back a pace or two. “I'm sorry,” the man in front of me said, “but
this is the City Praetor. | thought you might be trying something. The light’s poor
and I didn’t see you were...”

“I am a Roman knight, a member of the Equestrian Order,” | said, feeling |
might burst with anger. “My name is Marcus Caelius Rufus. If you have any ques-
tions to ask me-"

“No, no. Sorry.”

“Marcus Caelius Rufus, is it?” the magistrate said, getting up from the ground.
He dusted himself down, taking a lot of time over it. | could see he was a tall man,
handsome and slender, and very elegantly dressed. | thought he looked about forty
years old. He looked annoyed, too, as | suppose he had a right to be, but he spoke
to me kindly. “So, Marcus Caelius Rufus is your name?”

“Yes. And my father is a knight, really. He’s a wheat and grain broker here in
Rome. We're from Interamnia, over the mountains...”

“I know Interamnia. And you live here, in the city, yourself?”

Yes. I'm studying here.”

“Oh?” He raised one eyebrow, | stared at him, wishing | could do that.

“Yes. With Marcus Tullius Cicero, and with Marcus Licinius Crassus...” | was
trying to knock him down again with these respectable, not to say distinguished,
names, though in truth | had not been anyone’s pupil for a while. | had left my prin-
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cipal teacher Cicero’s care, and gone back to my father’s house on the Oppian Hill-
a fact I was not going to mention to this magistrate, whoever he was.

He did not seem overly impressed by these sponsors in any case. “How old are
you, Marcus Caelius Rufus?”

“Twenty. But I'll be twenty-one in a few months...”

He smiled. “Twenty is a good enough age. You don’t have to be in a hurry. Is
there any wine left in that jar?”

I passed it to him, and he drank. I could see the strong, fluid muscles moving
in his throat. “So. You drink your wine neat, Caelius Rufus?”

“We were on our way home from a party. | was going to give this to...to my...”
I cast around for someone who might plausibly receive a gift from me.

“To your parents, of course. Isn’t that nice? But you don’t seem to have left
much for them.”

“Well, my...my friends and | had some on the way...”

He laughed. The growing light showed him to me clearly now; a man of about
my own height with a long face, broad at the cheekbones and hollow over the tem-
ples. The early breeze lifted his thin, pale hair and he smoothed it hastily. | could
see that he was a man who cared about his appearance, for his toga gleamed like
thin milk in the bluish light and the tunic beneath it had elegant long sleeves
embroidered half a foot deep with purple and gold.

“Your friends,” he said. It was not a question and | did not answer. | was fin-
gering the hem of my own tunic, wondering where he had gotten that embroidery
done.

He took the wine-jar again. “What are you doing at the Pontifex Maximus’
house at this hour of the morning? Here, have some wine. He’s not at home now,
is he?”

“No, he’s not home. At least | hope he’s not. it’s the festival of the Women’s
Goddess. Men aren’t allowed in the house at all.”

“That’s right.” The first true daylight was slanting into the Forum, showing the
pale, lemon color of his hair and touching the corner of his dark brown eye. “Well,”
he said, “if the Pontifex Maximus isn’t at home, what are you doing at his house?”

There were people in the Forum now: artisans on their way to open their shops
or hurrying to their patrons, schoolchildren escorted by their pedagogues with bun-
dles of books and stacks of wax tablets, servants from the big houses chattering in
groups, waiting for the markets to open. Here and there a lantern still gleamed in
the shadows, but overhead the sky was full of winter color. A flight of pigeons
crossed it; the statues on the roof of the Temple of Capitoline Jupiter gave it back
in beams of gold. Excited and happy and still quite drunk I suppose, | said, “A friend
of mine is visiting his lady friend in the house.”

“Really? But | thought you told me no men were allowed in there tonight.”

“Hah, that’s the beauty of it.” | was nearly doubled over with laughter. “He’s
disguised as a woman.”
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Behind me one of the lictors stamped his feet restively and the laughter died
on my lips. “Good gods, “ | mumbled. “I...I... "

| looked up to see the praetor grinning at me. “Disguised as a woman? Who's
his friend? One of the maids?”

A sheep is as good as lamb. “The Pontifex Maximus’ wife,” | said.

“No.” He had fine, clear skin except that a scarlet flush had appeared across the
cheekbones. | thought he might be angry, but he was smiling at me, and I liked him
very much. “Oh, yes, the Pontifex Maximus’ wife,” I assured him.

“That will be news to the Pontifex Maximus,” he said. | laughed. | was going
to dig him in the ribs with my elbow, but at the last moment remembered the wine-
jar and clutched it tighter instead. He winked at me. “And who’s her lover?”

“A man called Publius Clodius Pulcher. We met him in a bar tonight. He says
she’s in love with him.”

“Is she indeed? He straightened his toga, preparing to go. His lictors stood to
attention, watching him under their shiny bronze helmets.

“Well, Marcus Caelius Rufus, if you ever need anything, come and see me. You
understand what I'm saying. I'd be glad to help-”

I did understand. He was offering to make me his client, if | felt the need of
another patron. “Thank you,” | said, genuinely grateful. He was, after all, the City
Praetor.

“And try to keep this business quiet, will you? After all, a scandal about the
chief religious officer of the state isn't going to do anybody any good. No bragging
in bars, or-”

Under the archway from the house a confused noise was issuing. Women’s voic-
es in it, raised in cries of anger or fear, followed by a loud thump or slam. | saw
Catullus open his eyes and duck quickly out of sight behind a pillar.

“You'd better attend to that,” the City Praetor said, but he stood a moment
longer beside me, watching as the door flew open and Publius Clodius, his yellow
dress half torn from his body and flying in rags around his shoulders, shot out into
the archway. His wig was dangling from his ear, his lyre was gone. He panted, look-
ing once behind him, but he had slammed the door and the women, in their panic
and confusion, were having trouble getting it open again. He turned, and seeing
me, waved his arms. “Run,” he screamed. He made a grab for his wig and darted past
me.

“Goodbye,” | shouted to the City Praetor and dashed after Clodius. Behind me
I heard the tramp of the lictors departing, but the sound was swallowed by the voic-
es of the women, now pouring into the Forum, shouting after Clodius and me.

The sun was up. We dodged through long, slanting bars of light and cold blue
shadow, around the circular Temple of Vesta. | could hear the priestesses inside and
smell the smoke of their altar fire. “Wait,” | shouted after Clodius, but he did not
seem to hear.
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| jolted along after him, the wine-jar impeding me. Near the Temple of Castor
a crowd of about a hundred men was escorting a senator toward the Curia. It slowed
Clodius down, and on its fringes | managed to catch up with him. He gave me a
startled look from under his long, black lashes. “I thought you were arrested.
Where’s your friend Catullus? They take him too?”

I explained about the man I knocked down. “It’s all right. The praetor was very
nice about it. I told him about your affair with the Pontifex Maximus’ wife, and he
just laughed.”

Clodius was leaning against the steps of the Temple of Castor, catching his
breath. Above us, the Palatine Hill rose in green pines and grape-blue shadows, |
could see the corner of a wall, its yellow stone basking in the sun and some rich
man’s prized palm tree rattling in forlorn magnificence in the garden behind.

“Do you know who that was that you ran into?” Clodius demanded. He swore
at me, a vile stream of words out of his beautiful, feminine mouth. He didn’t seem
to be drunk any more. My fingers clenched. He was small, hardly up to my shoul-
der, it would be dishonorable to knock him down. “Of course | know,” | sneered.
“His lictors told me. He’s the City Praetor.”

Clodius laughed bitterly; he was cursing me again. “That’s right. He’s the City
Praetor. His name is Gaius Julius Caesar. He’s the Pontifex Maximus, too.”

“The what?”

“He’s the Pontifex Maximus,” he repeated, blinking his black eyes wearily at
my stupidity.

“Great gods,” | cried, and dropped the wine-jar.

LAST REPORT OF MARCUS CAELIUS RUFUS
PRAETOR PEREGRINUS OF ROME...

That was how it began: three young men dodging through the Forum in the
frosty sunlight of a December morning, nearly fifteen years ago: Catullus, the rusty-
haired poet from Verona; the drunken, and though I did not know it then, danger-
ous, Clodius; and me, Marcus Caelius Rufus. Not one of us was much more than
twenty, and we were out for a good time. And now two of us are dead, ashes in a
vault somewhere, blind to the beauty of the morning, all warmth and laughter
gone. Dead. How long can it be before I join them?

REPORT...
And for whom?

I have been outside. The glare dazzled me, the heat beat down on my head. In
the streets the sun redoubled, reflecting off the pavement and the walls. It was like
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walking through a village of bronze. On the hot air the odors of the town lay in
patches, never mingling: the smell of wet paving near the fountain, a garden near-
ly gone to dust with its roses and its herbs. From behind a shuttered window a
woman’s perfume; from another, garlic, oil, pepper, wine. A small town, provincial
and quiet. Behind its doors it is waiting...

Near the main gate | found a disturbance. One of my soldiers had accosted a
woman. Her father or perhaps her husband was protesting while the soldier thrust
her behind his back. She had modestly drawn her cloak over her face, but her eyes
were wide with terror. | had to laugh at her man, a tiny pigeon-breasted creature,
but brave, waving his fist under the nose of the legionary and shouting at the top
of his voice. The soldier, growing hotter, was reaching for his sword.

He looked, like most of my troops, ragged and unprofessional, dressed in some
old leather bits and pieces his grandfather must have taken off an Iberian chieftain
in Spain or Gaul, with by the gods, a handful of feathers stuck in his helmet-which
was African. He had a hard, uncivilized look on the edge of an outbreak-1 have a
number of the roughest kind of ex-slaves, herdsmen and runaway gladiators among
my troops, and | guessed that this man was one of them, though | could see no
brand to be sure. He had neglected to shave, and his hands were dirty, but when he
saw me he drew himself up in a well-meant but poorly executed attempt at military
smartness.

“What's going on here?”

The soldier, nearly mutinous, began to explain. Seeing me, the woman’s
diminutive companion cut in. “Oh, I'm glad you're here. This lout has tried to seize
my wife. Order him to let her go. A respectable matron. | don’t know what the
army is coming to...”

“You misunderstand the situation,” I said to the man. | was in a hurry; my busi-
ness there was urgent. “This is not a training exercise; this is a civil war. My troops
have invested this town.” |1 nodded to the soldier. “It is theirs. If they want a
woman, they’ll take one. Is that clear?”

The man’s face went white and the woman started to cry. At the gate the rest
of the guard was laughing; my gladiator, who was still standing at some kind of
attention, looked at me with new respect. “Furthermore, | gave orders that you peo-
ple were to stay indoors. If you can’t keep your women at home during a siege, you
have only yourselves to blame.”

I shoved him aside and started for the gate, but he fell on his knees in the dust,
moaning and gabbling. “If he doesn’t shut up, run him through,” I said, disgusted at
this display.

“Yes,” the legionary cried, but as | went | saw him thrust the woman at her hus-
band with a gesture of irritation. Laughing, | passed out onto the road under the
skimpy shade of the trees.

There the scouts were waiting for me, a rabble of tired and dusty men, locals
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whom | had engaged to patrol the roads and bring back a report of movement in
the area. Now they stood holding their exhausted horses in the golden dusk of the
shadow of the wall.

“Well?” I was still worried about that absent garrison.

They didn’t want to tell me, that much was plain. Their eyes went everywhere-
the white stones, gleaming ferociously in the heat, the landscape shimmering under
the brutal sun. I said gently, “If you tell me, then we’ll both know.”

They rustled like leaves in the boiling air, but no one spoke.

I waited. Finally the head scout said, “Praetor, there’s an army on the road. It’s
coming this way.”

“An army? Are you sure?” A foolish question: an army is not the sort of thing
anyone misunderstands. The scout, in fact, did not answer.

“Well,” | said after a pause. “How many men?”

“A detachment of cavalry,” he admitted uneasily.

It was like questioning a slave on the rack, though I don’'t know which of us
was suffering more. “A hundred men, would you say? Something like that?” My
army, rough and ill-trained as it is, can handle a hundred horsemen...

“More, praetor. A lot more. | don’t know how many exactly.”

“Veterans?”

“Yes, praetor. Very well trained and completely equipped. From Spain and
Gaul. Roman troops, though. | am sure of that. Roman troops are unmistakable...”

Roman cavalry, well-trained and well equipped. | doubt he could have brought
me worse news. “Whose cavalry is it? Milo’s? Pompey’s?”

I was wrong. There was worse news.

“Caesar’s,” he said.

Caesar’s. Of course. “Where are they?”

“On the Via Annia.”

“Coming this way?”

“Yes, praetor. They're being sent to garrison this town. Replacements for the
troops that were here before.”

“So there was a garrison here before?”

Their eyes gleam like mercury in the heat. “Yes, praetor. There was.”

The little magistrate had a secret after all. No wonder he was sweating. | can
feel the dampness start out on my own body. A garrison of Spanish veteran caval-
ry. On its way here.

“How long do we have?”

He does not like me to put is so bluntly. “Oh, praetor...”

“How long?”

“About a day, or-”

“Or a little less?”

“Dawn tomorrow,” he whispers. “Not later than that.”
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On the way back | ordered the guards at the town gate to close the huge dou-
ble leaves. “No one is to go in or out,” | told them. It was a precaution to keep the
fact of our being here a secret as long as possible. I don’t suppose it will make any
difference, but it never does to neglect any detail. I climbed the stairs to my room,
thinking of this. It never does to neglect any detail...I know where | learned that,
and who | learned it from.

The grateful silence of my room, the golden motes, the hot, still air. The paper
is waiting for me, and the voices from the past...

LAST REPORT OF MARCUS CAELIUS RUFUS...

That was the beginning. Three young men in the Forum, the Pontifex
Maximus, the long, cool sunshine of the breaking dawn. In a way it was the begin-
ning for all of us, though | did not find that out for some time. For Catullus that
was the day he found the woman he loved for the rest of his life, for Clodius the
day he first confronted his most implacable opponent. For me, who met Caesar that
morning-well, | suppose that whether it was friend or enemy that | met still remains
to be seen.

All'I knew then was that | was running, flying down an alley between large vil-
las and high garden walls, somewhere at the top of the Palatine Hill. I was laugh-
ing out loud at the thought of the Pontifex Maximus’ face. Water from a gutter
splashed up around my feet, a dog barked, a servant came out of a house and emp-
tied a bucket of slops. Down the way in front of me, between the blue shadow of
one wall and the sunlit gold of another, two figures dashed, one in a white tunic,
one in a yellow dress.

“Why are we running,?” | panted, coming up to them. “Is someone after us?”

They had opened a door in one of the walls. Inside, a woman’s voice said a word
| didn’t hear. | caught a glimpse of a garden-white paths and winter shrubs, a row
of cypresses...Clodius, tipping his wig over one eye, slipped inside and disappeared
into greenness.

“His sister’s house,” Catullus said, giving me a grin as he prepared to follow.

“Wait. What's happening?”

He shrugged. “Who cares? It’s fun. Come on.”

“You know there may be repercussions about this.”

He pursed his lips dubiously. “What do you care if there are?”

“He knows who | am. There’ll be trouble...”

The garden was more important to him; | had to put my hand on his arm to
keep him back. “Just think for a moment. People are going to know about this...”

“Thanks to you.”

“All right. All right. But it’s done now, and we have to think of the future.
There might be a prosecution. Did you ever think of that? We need an alibi...”
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From inside the garden the woman spoke again. Catullus seemed to tremble as
if a chill had gone through him. His rather battered face lifted, his gray eyes shone.
He leaned a little toward the open door.

“Come away from there,” | said. “We’ve got to figure out what to do.”

“Clodius isn’t worried.”

“No, why should he be? He’s an aristocrat, a member of the Claudian family.
Do you know who they are? he’s related by birth or marriage to just about everyone
of importance in the entire city. Do you think anyone will bother him? Of course
not. But we’re not in the same position. We're outsiders, from provincial towns...”

“We have connections too,” he objected. He came from the provincial aristoc-
racy; he knew people. But for me it was different. My father was a grain broker, and
a knight.

“But your father has friends,” he said. “You could ask them for help.”

“My father!” That was a thought. Cold, distant, preoccupied with making
money-when | was little | had thought him as tall as the statue of Jupiter in the
Temple at home. Even now, it wouldn’t have surprised me to learn that he was hol-
low and made out of bronze as well.

“All right. Not your father, then,” he conceded. “Someone else.” He was near-
ly dancing with impatience.

“Who?” | shouted, but he was not listening. Giving me a distracted grin, he
slipped into the garden.

I looked at the open doorway a moment longer. Then I turned and ran down
the alley to where another passage cut into it. | had remembered another door. And
an alibi.



36 - The Door in the Wall

hen | was seven my father took me away from my mother. There is
Wnothing much in that, | suppose; it is the natural thing and happens

every day. At least, that’s what my father said. “This is the way we
Romans do things, Marcus. It’s our tradition. It is right.”

That being the case, | cannot say why it came to me as such a terrible shock.
It was, until that moment, a happy day-my birthday, in fact. | remember | was sit-
ting on the floor in the linen room, playing with the toys | had received. A com-
fortable bustle surrounded me: the smell of laundry as the maids pressed the tunics
and dresses, the click of the loom, the steam, the murmur of voices. Around me
tumbled and chattered the other young children of the household, slave children,
with whom | unselfconsciously shared my toys and my lessons. Form time to time
one of the maids would stop her work and come over to scoop up her child and give
him a kiss, or sit down with her baby to nurse. My mother, more austere but no less
loving, would reach down and ruffle my hair, or ask me a question in a gentle voice.
She spoke to me in Latin or in Greek, so that | would learn both languages, and
while we played she read us stories out of Homer, full of heroes and gods, monsters
and beautiful women.

Into this tranquillity, on the day of my seventh birthday, came my father. He
appeared suddenly in the doorway, as tall as a statue, and, it seemed to me, as angry
as a god. His voice boomed, his hand reached out for me. | threw myself against my
mother’s knee like a soldier clinging to a rampart in a siege, but it did no good. His
hand fell on my shoulder, the vast voice boomed again. My mother reached down
and said in a voice | did not recognize, “Now, Marcus, don’t shame me in front of
your father. Be a man.” She gave me a little shove in his direction.

So | went. The door of the linen room closed behind me, and my father led me
to his study. There a man waited: humble, gray, elderly. He spoke to me in Greek
and told me he was my pedagogue; his job was to take me to and from the school
in the village, and to supervise my studies at home.

“My mother gives me lessons,” | said imperiously, for | could see that this old
man was a slave, and | was not afraid of him. Behind my shoulder my father said
coldly, “Not any longer. Only girls have lessons with their mothers at your age. You
will have yours with Crito here, as he says. And you will obey him, whatever he
tells you to do.”

At that, the strangeness and coldness of the day overcame me and I raged at
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my father, pouring out anger and tears, shouting that | would not. | would never
obey a slave, | would never go to school, | would go back to my mother and stay
there. My father, his face congested with a fury | now recognize as the equal of my
own, said the sentence | have repeated at the beginning of this account. “No,
Marcus. You will do as I say. | am your father; the gods have given me responsibil-
ity for you. Therefore, you will obey me. This is the way Romans do things. Other,
lesser people, may do them differently, but this is our tradition. It is right.” Then he
gestured to the pedagogue to take me away.

It was in anger and contempt that | first heard those words, though I heard
them many times later in all the voices my father possessed. “It is our tradition. It
is right.” He lived his life by those phrases: from the time he got up, before dawn,
to the time he went to bed, around the third hour of the night, every portion of his
day was dictated to him by a voice that whispered constantly, “It is tradition. It is
right.”

Anger and contempt, however, were not the worst | had to endure that day.
The slave led me, not to my old place, a trundle bed at the foot of my mother’s
couch, among the tapestries and swan-shaped lamps in her room, but to a tiny
chamber, windowless and plain, in a different part of the house. It was furnished
with a small couch, a child-sized table and chair, a metal lamp on a stand, and a
shelf. Someone had made an effort to make me feel at home: the little couch was
brightly painted and the blanket folded at its foot was one my mother had woven
herself. The servants had brought in all my toys, and set them where | could see
them. All the same, when the pedagogue lit the lamp and left me alone, | felt like
a prisoner, abandoned and condemned. One of the maids brought me my dinner
and gave me a kiss, and another came to be sure | was in bed at the right time. |
cried a little when she left, for she blew out the lamp and | had to lie in darkness-
a thing which had never happened to me before.

| stayed awake a long time, waiting for something, I don’t know what. Not my
mother-I had no hope there. Not my father-that would have been worse than noth-
ing. A hero, | thought. A great bronze man out of Homer with a sword, and a shield
that covered him from his shoulder to his knee. He would run them through-all of
them. Then they would know. My father especially. He would learn... But | had no
idea what adults knew and what it was my father might change...

Or perhaps it would be a bear that came, down out of the mountains. A huge
furry creature with bright, kind eyes and long claws. He would snatch me up and
take me back with him. I would live in his cave, on berries and spring water and do
what | pleased. My mother would be sorry when | was gone.

The door opened, the line of light widening into a triangle and rising to fall
across the bed. A figure blocked it and | thought for a moment that the bear had
really come. But it was Crito, the pedagogue, carrying a small clay lamp. He set it
on the shelf and sat down on the bed, looking at me with mild dark brown eyes
under a fall of silver hair.
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“Trouble getting to sleep, Marcus?” he asked. He put his hand on my arm,
stroking me gently. It felt warm and friendly, as if it anchored me to safety. He
smiled, and the silver hair glinted in the light. “It happens sometimes.” His hand
went on, over my shoulder, my neck, my chest. “Don’t worry,” he said. “Everything
is all right.” He moved his hand along my ribs, and his dark eyes smiled kindly. His
hand slid lower and rested for a moment on my penis. it made me uncomfortable,
and | flinched away. “All right, Marcus,” he said in his gentle voice. “It’s all right.
I won’t do that if you don't like it.”

“No,” I murmured, but his hand was warm and soothing, and outside the circle
of light it was very dark. Presently I allowed him to touch me there again.

After that | do not remember any more. | fell asleep, | think, to the rhythmic
movement of his caress.

So passed my seventh birthday. The next day | went to school.

Until that time-1 have almost written “Until the end of my childhood,” as
perhaps it was-the idea of money had never come into my head. | had heard adults
talk about it of course, and an uncle of mine-Catullus’ father as a matter of fact-had
given me some silver denarii for a present. But of money in the larger sense, of rich-
er or poorer, plebeian or knight, I had not the smallest notion. I knew, of course,
that we Caelii were knights, but I think it meant no more to me than to say that
we were free men. In the stories that my mother read to me such things did not fig-
ure, and | suppose my parents did not discuss money in front of me. In my inno-
cence | would have said that it did not matter very much. Well, that it did, was the
first and most lasting lesson | learned when | went to school.

The morning after my birthday, Crito came to wake me. | put on my clothes
under his vague and gentle eye, and gobbled down the porridge he had brought for
me. It was still dark when we left the house, though | could feel that it was going
to be a beautiful morning. It was near the end of May. Crito carried a lantern and
a bag with writing materials and books, and walked two paces behind me. | was
excited to be out, away from the house, so early, and alone: everything seemed deli-
cious to me, the cool touch of the air under my thin toga, the powdery dust on my
bare feet...

The school was a room built into the wall of a house. It jutted out into the nar-
row street near the center of town. Next to it was an entry to the habitation
behind, beyond that a bakery giving out a smell of fresh bread so that my mouth
watered with hunger. My parents did not believe in overfeeding children. The
fourth wall of the school was open to the street. The boys were waiting outside,
their servants in a cluster behind them. They had games and toys | had never seen
before: carved wooden boats to sail in the gutters, jointed dolls on strings, small
bronze horsemen and soldiers. They stopped their play and looked up as |
approached. A big boy stepped forward and put his hands on his hips. “Who are
you?”
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“Marcus Caelius Rufus.”

“And your father?” another flung out from this big boy’s shadow.

“My father is Marcus Caelius Rufus, too,” | said, innocent and proud.

“No, he’s not,” the first boy asserted.

“He’s not?” | couldn’t understand what he meant, but his confidence over-
whelmed me, and | was already uncertain.

“There’s only one Caelius Rufus in this town,” the big boy said. “He owns the
grain brokerage. He’s a rich man. There’s a warehouse on Pomegranate Street, and
an office near the Temple of Jupiter that belongs to him.”

“That’s my father’s,” | said eagerly, glad to have impressed this large and com-
petent boy. | wonder now how old he was. Twelve? Fourteen? | thought he was a
man, as old as my father, or the friends who came for dinner parties.

“He’s not your father,” the big boy insisted. “He’s rich. He has enough money
to get himself listed as a knight. You're poor.” He touched a fold of my toga.
“Threadbare,” he snorted with contempt. “And you have only one servant.”

“How many do you have?” | felt borne down to the ground by his certainties.

“A pedagogue, a boy to carry the boards and styluses, another for the lantern,
a fourth to wait on them and serve us the lunch.”

“Oh,” I said.

“You aren’t wearing any shoes.” This last he said in a terrible voice, as if it were
the most convincing proof of all. | began to cry.

“I am Marcus Caelius Rufus,” | wept. “My father is-"

“Your father is nobody. And you're a little liar, that’s who you are.” The other
boys, all of whom had stopped whatever they were doing to watch this, burst out
laughing.

“No,” I shrieked. “I'm telling the truth.”

They gazed at me wide eyed, surprised, | imagine at my vehemence, but | was
desperate with fear. | could not imagine what they were talking about, except that
there was something wrong. My clothes, my servant...My father was not my father,
and | had told a lie...

“Perhaps he is telling the truth,” a smaller boy ventured, timid and well-mean-
ing.

“Yes,” the big one said. “Caelius Rufus got him on some freedwoman and is
training him to be a clerk or some such thing...”

At this they all laughed again. | stood in front of them sobbing now uncon-
trollably, silenced by a shame | could not understand. When | look back on it now,
I still do not grasp what was quite so amusing. They must have known perfectly well
who | was-my name certainly showed them that | was the child of my father’s legit-
imate marriage, and my mother’s people were very well-known in Interamnia.
Perhaps it is only that anything different and new seems laughable. Perhaps they
would have mocked any boy who appeared among them. And again, | really was
remarkably badly dressed and outfitted, by any standard, let alone those normal for
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the son of a knight.

I do not remember the rest of the day. When we got home the pedagogue
unrolled my books on a table in the garden and set me to work on the lesson, but
he was a lax old creature, and did not pay much attention. Presently | got up and
wandered away to find my father. He was in his study, going through a roll of
accounts with his secretaries; he looked up briefly.

“Hello, Marcus. Back from school already? How was it?”

I had no hope of telling him. “Father,” | blurted out, my heart squeezing in ter-
ror. “Are we poor?”

“Poor?” he looked down at the roll of accounts and his mouth tightened.
“We're doing well enough. Why do you ask?”

“The boys said. Father, 1 don't have any shoes. And they said my toga
was...something. And I have only one servant, and no boats or soldiers or anything
like that...”

He held up his hand to stop me. His face had closed and his voice, when it
came, was angry. “lI do not care for the kind of ostentation you're talking about,
Marcus. That kind of showing off about money. | never wore shoes to school, even
in winter. Neither did my father, and his father before him. It is against our tradi-
tions. The Roman way is simple and plain. All this luxury and idleness are destroy-
ing our country. | will have nothing to do with them, is that clear?”

Very little about it made any sense to me at all, but | understood that once
again I had angered him, though once again, | did not know how.. “Father,” | mut-
tered, looking down at the floor, “am | going to be trained for a clerk or something
like that?”

“We’ll see, Marcus. Don’t bother me now. | have work to do, if we’re not going
to be as poor as you think we are. Run along now. I'm sure you have lessons to do.”

I must have been the ideal subject for teasing, for the boys at school did not
give up. Every morning they waited for me: as soon as the servants’ backs were
turned, they began. They called me “The Clerk” and “The Freedwoman’s Son,” and
they mocked me for my poverty. | answered them as well as | could, shouting all the
epithets that | had ever heard in the servants’ hall and inventing others, but | was
still very young, and my childish voice could do little to protect me from them.

| began to dread going to school; | had nightmares that woke me long before
dawn and | was too nervous to eat breakfast. My mother was concerned and sum-
moned a doctor, who probed me with gentle fingers and soft questions and patted
me on the head when he left. After that my father called me into his study.

“Marcus,” he said after some hesitation. “Is it true that you don’t like school?”

His voice was sad and kind, and | answered honestly. “Oh, father, it’s horrible.
| hate it.”

“I see. You're certainly not doing as well as I expected there.”

“No.” It was true. My problems with the boys kept me from concentrating, on
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the lessons, and because | slept badly I was always tired.

“What'’s the matter? You’re not a stupid boy. You should be a good student.” His
voice was still kind, but he had drawn his brows down in a terrifying frown. I saw |
had displeased him again, and | stared at him helplessly.

“Look, Marcus. You are a Roman, just as | am. Sometimes we have to do things
we don’t want to. Do you see?”

I shook my head.

“When | was about your age, my father told me the story of Regulus. Have |
ever told it to you? No? Marcus Atilius Regulus was a Roman, like you or me, but
he was a great general, too. He fought the Carthaginians, almost two hundred years
ago, and he won. Oh, yes. Roman armies are always victorious,” he cried, his eyes
shining. “No one can defeat us-or, not for long. Remember that, Marcus.”

“Yes, father.”

“Good. See that you do. As | said, Regulus defeated the Carthaginians, but they
would not surrender, and later in another battle, they captured him. They intend-
ed to torture him, and they would certainly have put him to death, but he asked for
time to go home and put his affairs in order and say goodbye to his family. He gave
his word as a Roman citizen that he would return when he had done these things.
The Carthaginians agreed, and they asked him to arrange an exchange of prisoners
and give their terms to the Senate in Rome.

“So Regulus came home. And he did what the Carthaginians had asked,
though he advised the Senate not to accept their terms. He visited his family, very
briefly. Within a short time, he took ship and sailed again to Carthage, as he had
promised to do.”

“What happened?” | whispered, but he was angry again.

“They tortured him to death like a slave,” he said, staring hard at me. | believe
I wanted to protest that | had nothing to do with it, but | wasn’t quite sure this was
true. Perhaps in some way | did not understand, | had. He was my father, after all,
and he seemed to be telling me so.

“That is how a Roman behaves,” he said. “Do you understand now? He does
what he ought to, whether he wants to or not. That'’s what I'd expect of you, too.
There will be no more complaints of ill-health, no further sign of reluctance. You
will go to school, you will apply yourself to your studies, and you will succeed. That
is what | expect of my son.”

My son. Was | his son? And if so, did that mean that my mother was a freed-
woman? And what did it signify if she were? “Father,” I cried, “is Mother...?”

“Your mother expects the same of you as | do. That'’s all Marcus. | don’t want
to discuss it any further. You will go to school, no matter if you like it or not. Your
parents want it: that should be enough for any decent Roman boy. Do your duty.
Like Marcus Atilius Regulus.”

“Yes, father,” | said, and went back to the garden, where the Carthaginians
waited.
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| struggled on, but the teasing did not stop. My dreams grew worse, until |
dreaded the fall of night, and the lonely journey to my room. The walk to school
was like the march to execution; the old man plodding along behind me might
have been conducting me to my death. He knew it, too. Sometimes | would feel
his touch on my shoulder, my neck, the top of my hair. | had no power to refuse
these caresses, the nature of which I did not fully understand. Nor did | turn him
away at night, but endured his gentle love for the sake of company in the dark.

But, of course, whatever passed between us in my little bedroom, it did not help
at school. At last there came a morning when | could not go. When Crito’s back
was turned | slipped away and hid myself behind the arbor in the garden. Crito
wandered around calling my name, now near, now far, among the bushes and the
flowers, by the pool, along the walk of espaliered plum trees. At last his voice was
silent. Peeking out between the leaves, | saw him sitting with his head in his hands.
| sneaked away and spent the day playing with the children of the bath-house slave.

It was the slave who gave me away. Well, you cannot expect much of these peo-
ple, they fear their masters too powerfully. Late in the afternoon, she saw me, and
in spite of my threats and promises, led me to my tutor. He was still sitting in the
same place, at the stone table in the garden, with my school books in a heap before
him and our uneaten lunch in a basket at his feet.

He looked up when we approached, tossing the gray hair off his forehead. His
eyes were like the coursed deer’s when the dogs have chased it all day.. “Marcus,
have you...have you been in school?”

“No, he has not,” the maid exclaimed. “I found him in the kitchen garden with
my own two, if you'll believe it.”

“Oh, I believe it.” Crito sighed, and I saw in his eyes the extinction of his last
hope.

“Well, Marcus,” he said heavily, waving his hand to dismiss her. “Sit down. We
must think what to do about this.”

Cold with fear | lowered myself onto the stone bench. He must have seen that
| was frightened, for he put out his hand and rested it on my arm. It was large and
pale against the peeled-willow whiteness of my arm, and it felt warm.

I don’t know what I expected him to do. Once or twice when | lived with my
mother | had been punished-sent out of the room, or deprived of a treat. | didn’t
think that was going to meet the case now. And in spite of Crito’s kindness, | knew
he could be strict. But he only sat there for a long time, looking at me abstracted-
ly. Finally he said, “If I tell your father-"

I swallowed hard. | hadn’t thought of this.

“If I tell him...” His own throat was working. “Marcus,” he said brushing his
pale hair back and wiping his face. “You know that | am a slave, don’t you? Do you
know what that means?”

“That he can tell you what to do.”
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“That’s right. And do you know why? Because he owns me. | am his possession.
Like-like this table. If it displeases him, he can throw it away. Or sell it and get a
new one. It is his. Do you see?”

Yes.”

“Good.” His hand stroked my arm in a gesture of approval. “He can also pun-
ish me, if he wants to. Do you understand that?”

I held my forearm still. “Yes,” | said, watching his hand.

“Well, he can punish you, too. You are his possession as well.”

“He can punish me? | thought it was only you.”

“No. You owe him your obedience just as | do.”

“Why?” | jerked my arm away in a spasm of rage. “I hate him.”

He sighed. Perhaps he hated my father, too. But he was a scrupulous man, and
had his duty to do. “Don’t talk like that, Marcus. It's against the gods, and they dis-
like such impiety.”

“The gods want me to obey my father?” In that case | was prepared to hate
them, too.

He nodded. “They want you to. Just like me.”

“Am | slave, then?” | asked, my anger eaten up by a vast astonishment.

“No. You are his son. That is why he owns you. He can do anything he likes to
you. Sell you, even. As he could sell me. As, I'm afraid, he very well may...”

“Sell me?”

“Oh, yes, if he likes. He owns everything here. The house, the servants, the
animals, everything. We all belong to him.”

I was so shocked I could hardly understand what he was saying. “He could sell
me?”

“Yes,” he said patiently. “Any of us. Your mother-"

“My...my mother?”

“Oh, yes, certainly. He owns her too. And you.”

“But he wouldn’t, would he?” | asked with a confidence that I did not feel. “Not
my mother and me.”

“He might. If he were angry enough. There was once a Roman general who put
his son to death, for treason...”

“Was it Regulus?”

He smiled. “No, not Regulus. Another general. But that is why you must obey
your father. Whether you like it or not. Whether you hate him or not. You belong
to him, and you owe him your obedience, as his possession. Now do you under-
stand?”

“Yes,” | said, dry-mouthed.

“You are an intelligent boy. | thought it would be better to reason with you than
to punish you. You may go to your room now, and think over our discussion.”

“You won't tell my father?”

“Not this time. But Marcus...Marcus, please don’t. Don’t do it ag-" He shook
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his head, and his pale hair across his wrinkled forehead. “Just go to your room.”
“Yes,” | whispered.

But I did not go. | wandered around the house, avoiding the servants’ eyes. My
mind felt tender and bruised, as if it had been beaten, and no idea would stay in it
for long. For a while I dangled my feet in the pool, later | lay down on my stomach
and tried to catch one of the big gray mullets in my fingers; | climbed up behind
the wickerwork supports of the grape arbor and watched the swallows hunting in
the windless air. But none of these things helped. In the end I found myself stand-
ing, very small and frightened, in front of my mother’s door.

“Why Marcus,” she cried, when she had embraced me, and called the maids to
see that her son had come to visit her. “What’s the matter? Are you crying?” There
was a note in her voice that | did not understand; it made the tears come faster so
that I could not speak. I buried my head in her lap and sobbed.

She allowed this for a moment, but very soon she stopped me and wiped my
face with a square of linen from her dressing table. “No. Tell me.”

I tried. Words burst from me: the school, my pedagogue, my clothes, the boys,
the teasing, my father...”So it’s the school that you don’t like?” she asked, under-
standably puzzled by this list. All my pain and fear flooded from me. “I hate it,” |
screamed, and my eyes and nose streamed with the fury of my unhappiness. “I want
to stay here with you.”

“Marcus,” she said. Her voice was like a slap. “That’s enough. You can’t stay
here with me. Only girls stay with their mothers at your age. Boys go to school. You
don’t want to be a little girl, do you?”

I shook my head. | believe | was more confused than anything else.

“Of course you don’t.” She raised her hand and gestured to a maid to take me
away.

“No,” | shrieked. “I'm a boy. Don't...”

“You can't stay here. That’s final.”

“Mother, let me. I'll be good. I'll...” | screamed, but she had turned on me a face
so closed and angry that, cold with terror, | could only stare back helplessly. The
servant took my hand and led me, unresisting, back to my room.

That night I lay awake a long time. Crito did not come. Once, heart pounding
with a fear | did not acknowledge, | got out of bed and looked at myself in the light
that came in under the door. | touched my body: my arms, already long and straight
though thin, my ribs, the shallow curve of my hips. My hand went lower, to my
penis. For a long time | looked at it, a small object, darker than the rest of me, dan-
gling from me. An afterthought. But that notion was too fearful, and | did not pur-
sue it. | got back into bed.

I thought of the bear that | had dreamed of once, that would come down out
of the mountains and destroy the boys at school. It would even, if | asked, use its
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great paws to-but I no longer had any confidence in dreams, or in anything else-
and | let the idea lapse. | would buy a slave in the market place, a great bronze sol-
dier, and have him kill my enemies. But | had no money to buy anyone. | was poor.
I had forgotten that. Well, then, Crito. He was nice. He would kill the boys for me.
But | knew that he was too humble, too gentle, to do violence to anyone.

Towards morning, | resolved to run away. | slipped out of my room and through
the sleeping house. It was still dark; only a glimmer came through the hole in the
atrium roof; the columns stood up like the boles of trees in a forest. Here and there
a doorway loomed, a darker shadow on the dim stucco walls: my mother’s rooms,
where she slept, bound in a cocoon of darkness; the maids, all together, with their
children; the other women servants; the gardener and his boys-all the inhabitants
of the house, confined in the still, chilly air. Only I had escaped. | moved through
the night like a mist, leaking away on silent feet.

Out behind the kitchen garden | came to the door. It was low and small, the
right size for a child, but old and unused. The hinges cried out in elderly protest as
I pushed it open. Heart racing, | waited, but even the bakery servants were not up
yet and no one came. Trusting to my luck, I slipped through.

I stood outside the door for a long time, wondering where to go. It could be
anywhere. | was free. There were no limits on what | did now; | could do anything
that came into my mind. No one would forbid me anything, no one order me to do
anything. A breeze was blowing, travelling towards me over a vast distance. The
smell of the mountains was in it, the snow on the tallest peaks, the pines, the cold,
the cry of eagles in the high, bare places. The grasses bent as it passed and my feet
trod them down again, as | raced towards it. In the wind there were hints of places
even beyond the mountains, rumors of freedom | had never heard before. | thought
there was a message in it for me, a summons coming to me on that enormous wind,
full of mystery and joy. And by the gods, when | remember it, | think so still.

That was the day | discovered the road. It was far from the house, and it was
full morning when | saw it, raised on its artificial ridge above the plain. Its white
stones gleamed as if they were polished, the curbs and gutters were cut with a beau-
tiful precision. | stared at it from the reeds below for a long time before | dared to
clamber up onto it.

When | did, I could not believe what I saw. The whole country seemed to lie
at my feet, the little villages and farms, the trees, the fields, the little streams foam-
ing white as they dashed down from the snow-covered mountains. Far away in the
other direction a haze shimmered on the horizon. I knew it was the sea.

After that | went often to the road. There was always something happening on
it. Farmers herded their sheep along to the market, women with jars on their heads
swayed gracefully behind them. Once a praetor went out to his province in the east
in a chariot painted with scenes of war out of Homer. Behind him marched what |
thought was the biggest army in the world. Perhaps two thousand men-four
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cohorts, now that I think of it-tramped after him with measured steps, singing. | hid
in the reeds and watched them. Their weapons were polished so brightly the bronze
shone like gold, their leather breastplates gleamed. After they were gone | climbed
up on the road. They had left it scattered with their possessions-a buckle, a scrap
of fringe, even the rind of a fruit | had never seen before. | gathered them up, all
these treasures, and | kept them for years. The buckle might be in our house in
Interamnia still.

I knew that the road came from Rome. | imagined the city, sometimes. It was
filled with men like the praetor, pale and clean-shaven and scented like a garden,
and others like the soldiers, with faces as hard and bronze as their uniforms. | knew
it lay over the mountains somewhere, but that it was far, for my father’s business
took him to the city sometimes now. | did not have any hope of going there myself.

One day when I returned to Interamnia, | was met by some herdsmen. | recog-
nized them as my father’s men, and | wondered what they were doing practically at
the gates of the town. They were armed, too, with thick cudgels or iron-tipped
pitchforks. | did not have long to wonder: they swept me up, setting me on the
shoulders of the tallest, a rank-smelling, thatch-haired Thracian. It was like riding
in the crotch of a tree. All around me they exclaimed about my welfare. but their
dialect was so barbarous I had trouble understanding it. They were arguing about a
reward, | think.

My father was waiting in the atrium. My mother was nowhere in sight, but he
had Crito with him. The old man’s head was lowered and his lips were moving. My
father stood so tall he seemed to touch the painted ceiling. “Well, Marcus,” he said.
“Where have you been?” He was furious with rage. I swore in my mind that no mat-
ter what he did, | would not tell him.

“Well, Marcus?” | had never heard him so angry before. I looked him in the eye
and spat at him, as hard as | could.

At that his face congested and he unbuckled the belt of his tunic. “Bend over,”
he said. He had never beaten me before, but he made up for it now. My back and
legs burned with my father’s violence, my heart swelled so that | thought it would
burst my chest. Screams shot from me, like the spittle that dotted the floor.
Presently he stopped, and | heard a voice sobbing with mine. It was Crito. He sent
me a terrified glance as a servant conducted me to my room-he had reason to, poor
fellow. My father beat him, too, this time with a metal-tipped whip. | know because
he ordered all the doors in the house left open, so that everyone could see. Crito
grunted when the iron touched his flesh, but he was a better man than | for he
never once cried out, though my father’s anger lasted for a long time. When it was
done, my father sent for the slave-broker from the town and had him taken away.
| waited for the man to return for me, but he never did.
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I became a man, but almost immediately, perhaps within a few days. | don’t
believe I've thought of it from that moment to this.

How could | have forgotten, you will ask, and | have no answer. It had gone
from my mind as if it had fled, and my live continued much as before. Truly a child
must be a mysterious sort of creature; he spends his days among the very people who
have harmed him, without overt fear or hatred, indeed even with affection if that
is allowed him; he studies and plays, he eats and sleeps and talks; he goes on living,
though in the blackest darkness of the night, he has sworn that he will not.

So it comes back to me. The odd thing is that | had forgotten it, not just after

I have had to walk around a little, for my thoughts have driven me to motion.
| feel a kind of tension, a tremor runs though me as if | were a tree that has felt the
axe. It is anger, as new as if | were still seven years old, transformed into this shak-
ing. My ears hum with it, and my muscles tense. “He goes on living, though he has
sworn that he will not.” Gods!

Outside the windows the sun pours down its poppy somnolence on the roofs of
the town, on the feathered silver of the olive groves along the road, the gold and
purple of vines in the fields. Peace, simplicity, calm, the whole landscape is
drenched in them, saturated. The air smells of tranquillity, the clear violet dis-
tances dream. Nothing moves anywhere...

I have said that | forgot, and that is true, yet all the same, | was changed. | no
longer went to my mother’s rooms, or played with the servants’ children; | grew
solitary and withdrawn, and seldom spoke at home unless | was addressed. | had a
new pedagogue, younger and more alert and a better teacher when we did lessons
at home. My father must have paid good money for him. This new tutor inter-
vened, and presently the boys stopped teasing me. | think he spoke to my father
about it, too. Yet I did not take this as a sign that my father was concerned in my
welfare.

On the contrary, for some years | continued to believe that he might still sell
me. In the first place, he was always short of money, or so he said. Certainly he did
not spend any of it on us. As | grew older | became aware that our house was real-
ly very small and shabby and not in good repair, and that my clothes were really
worse than those of the other boys in the school. I still went barefoot all year round
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like the schoolmaster’s son, who sat in the back, alone.

Yet in those years my position grew, and | found myself accepted, even popular,
at school. Undoubtedly this was due to my father’s growing importance in the town.
His business had prospered; he was elected to public office; he had friends every-
where. A lot of men respected his frugality, thinking as he did that it reflected the
best of our ancient Roman tradition, and their sons correspondingly took it more
for granted in me. I had friends, too; eventually we were the oldest and biggest boys
in the school, and did pretty much what we wanted.

At home, too, things were easier. Since my father’s business was doing so well,
he often found himself obliged to travel. Usually it was over the mountains to
Rome, but once in a while he had to go even farther than that-to Sicily or North
Africa, where he was buying farms to produce wheat and barley for the markets in
Italy, especially for the voracious mouth that Rome, swelled with a huge and grow-
ing population, was becoming. It meant that for long periods he was away.

In those years | started going back to my mother’s rooms whenever my father
was not at home. My mother was always glad to see me, and to hear about my day
in school, or listen to the recitation of my lessons. It was pleasant, but as | grew
older another attraction began to seem more important to me. The maids were
friendly, as they had always been; indeed they were more than that, and finally-
sometime in my fourteenth year, | think-one of them hinted unmistakably at a dif-
ferent sort of interest. When she came that night into my bed, | was pleased, but |
can hardly say I was surprised. | had been waiting in feverish excitement for what
seemed like hours.

I was not disappointed. Her arms were soft and strong, her body full of move-
ment and a sense of life. At the climax | cried out and buried my head in her shoul-
der, holding on to her as if she were a spar in a shipwreck, and afterwards I lay com-
forted in the circle of her arms. She was not a pretty woman, nor was she young.
She smelled of linen and steam and the faint scorch of the iron.

On my sixteenth birthday, my father cut off my hair and offered it, along with
my boy’s striped toga and the amulet | had worn since birth, on the altar of our fam-
ily’s gods. My mother cried, my uncle made a speech, my cousin Catullus, two years
older than | and down from Verona for the occasion, winked at me from the back
of the crowd of relatives and local dignitaries, and we all trooped into the garden
for my coming-of-age dinner.

There we encountered a pause as we all took our places and waited expec-
tantly. But the servants remained lined up under the colonnade with their hands at
their sides, and the plates on the tables were empty. | wondered if my father had
been too parsimonious to provide any dinner, but of course that was not the case.
Not with all his fellow magistrates and business men from the town to impress.
After a while, he glanced across the garden to the door from the house, gave a faint
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shrug, and signaled the servants to begin.

Of the meal I can recall nothing, except the man who arrived just as the first
course was being served. He was a Roman, a senator, and obviously someone very
important, for | saw that we had been waiting for him. The place between my father
and me on the head couch had been reserved for him, and a place set beside my
mother for his wife. He came in with a smile for everyone and a bouquet of flowers
for my mother, a strong-looking man in young middle age, with fine, regular fea-
tures and warm, brown eyes. His smile was friendly, but he carried himself with
great dignity and weight. | saw that it was not just to my father that this man was
important.

“Well, Marcus, how good of you,” my father cried, standing up to clasp the vis-
itor around the shoulders. “It's wonderful of you to find the time to come.”

“It’s a pleasure to share such an auspicious occasion,” the newcomer said. He
looked at me with what | could only imagine was approval.

“He’s had a sound upbringing,” my father said, seeing the direction of his look.
“You won't be disappointed. His teachers report that he is the brightest boy in the
school, and I think | can say that | have brought him up with the discipline prop-
er to a Roman citizen.”

I was surprised to hear myself praised, for |1 do not think it had ever happened
before. | stared at the man who had elicited all this from my father. “I'm sure he’ll
do very well,” he was saying. Suddenly cold, | wondered if my father had decided
to sell me to him.

I did not recognize the thought, for | had long since forgotten the old peda-
gogue and everything he had told me. Still, the idea came to me with compelling
power, and for a moment | was blinded and deafened by it. My father was going to
sell me. | was sure...

When the food came in | was not sure again, for it seemed obvious that no one
would put on such a banguet for a son he intended to get rid of. It was elaborate
and very delicious, and | could see that it had been expensive as well.

The man called Marcus was very friendly, leaning over to talk from the place
next to me on the couch, where he reclined on one elbow. He made it look elegant,
as it is supposed to. Reclining at table is the privilege of a free man, after all. “Ah,
asparagus,” he said. “Are you fond of it, too?”

“Yes.” His voice shocked me. It was the most beautiful | had ever heard, a low
growl full of music and warmth, suggesting depths of feeling and intellect he was
only waiting to be able to share.

“Yes, | like asparagus. It’s my favorite.”

“Naturally, naturally, It's your birthday, isn’t it? Well, when you come to us we
must have asparagus whenever we can. Terentia,” he cried raising his voice to his
wife, “make a note of it,” and the fashionable lady at the end of the table smiled at
me in a very kindly way. He bent the same smile on me. “Are you interested in pol-
itics, oratory, that sort of thing?”
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“Yes. I'd like to be an advocate and have a career in public life.” | spoke warm-
ly, for this had been my dearest wish for many years now. Indeed, it was the hope
of every boy in my school-to go Rome and make a name for himself in the law
courts. From there a man of talent might launch a career in the Senate, and even
in the higher magistracies, though there were not many boys from provincial towns
like ours who had managed that. Still, we dreamed, and talked about it all the time.

“It’s a worthy ambition for a Roman,” the man said, as if he were agreeing with
my unspoken thought. “Every man has an obligation to serve the state, just as each
woman does to raise strong children. We must all fulfill our obligations as citizens,”

“Yes, that’s what they say at school.” He was listening with such flattering
attention-indeed, that was one element in his almost phenomenal success, his abil-
ity to listen-that | confided without a second thought my deepest wish. “I want to
be one of the consuls in Rome, some day.”

“Ah, so do I. So do I.” He laughed. “Perhaps we’ll both be lucky, if we work
hard. What do you think?”

I thought it was very likely, and in my own case | did not see that it was a mat-
ter of luck at all, but politeness prevented me from saying so. Someone was calling
his name from down the table-"Marcus Tullius Cicero-" and asking for his opinion
of some current scandal in Rome. | stared at him, rudely, I'm afraid. | had heard of
him. Indeed, the whole world was beginning to do that.

Marcus Tullius Cicero was what they call a New Man, a plebeian, like the
Caelii, with the money to qualify for the equestrian class and be called a knight. He
was not a patrician, and like us he came from a country town. He had a few con-
nections in Rome, but not many. Even so, he had risen in the city, rapidly and far.
He had started as an advocate in the Forum, trying cases of disputed wills and water
rights-anything anyone would give him. But in the time of the tyrant Sulla, he was
the only man in Rome willing to protest the abuses of the government, the mur-
ders under the form of law, the violent seizures of property. His courage was a
byword, like his eloquence, and his fame grew, reaching even to a place like
Interamnia.

By the time he was in his forties, long after Sulla was dead and freedom had
been restored, he had held every office but the very highest. He was a praetor now,
and everyone said that it was only a matter of time before he travelled higher still.
In fact, the consulship was as close to him as his wine cup on the table. He had only
to put out his hand and take it.

So I went to Rome, to be Cicero’s pupil. | remember every moment of the jour-
ney: how we jolted along on the road in three wagons loaded with our household
goods, for my father had bought a house on the Oppian Hill and was moving to
Rome to be near his business interests. | remember the thin blue air on the heights
of the mountains, the great square cliffs, the eagles circling so high in the sky you
could hardly make them out, their thin cries floating back to us. Flowers starred the
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grass when we came down onto the plain, and the air was mild and crisp. Then one
evening | saw under a flaming sky a dark city massed on seven hills, a river of gold
running through it. Rome.

I was Cicero’s pupil. and I lived in his house. Far from treating me like a slave,
he behaved to me as if | were his son. | took my meals with him and his family-the
lady, Terentia, and their two young children; I sat at his feet in his study when he
interviewed his clients; | followed him to the law-courts in the Forum if he had a
case to plead, and to the Curia if the Senate was in session. | copied his notes and
speeches, | listened to the debates, | gave my opinion when asked and kept it in
reserve when not.

He was a splendid teacher, even on such unpromising material as an adolescent
boy whose idea of speechmaking was primitive in the extreme. Patiently he edu-
cated Interamnia’s idea of eloquence out of me. He corrected my irritating expres-
sions, my wildly fluctuating voice, my overdramatic and boastful gestures. Slowly
he polished me into something acceptable to Rome. For the rest, his political and
legal work, he taught without seeming to, merely commenting on what he did and
why, but this method too was effective, and | felt myself learning every day.

For a long time | enjoyed my life with him. But he lived for his work, pouring
all the tremendous energy of his nature into his writing and speeches, his arguments
and discussions and debates. And I had thought my father drove himself. But work
was Cicero’s joy: his bright brown eyes sparkled and snapped, his intelligent mouth
twitched into a smile, his heavy shoulders leaned forward with the intensity of his
pleasure in every idea he considered, from the finest technical points of philosophy
or jurisprudence to the grossest methods of electoral politicking. When he encoun-
tered something he did not know he laughed aloud and sent his secretaries to look
it up. Daybreak, midday, dinnertime, even the deepest hours of the night were all
the same to him. He worked, and though | do not think he knew it, he was entire-
ly happy.

But | was not. | was young, free of my father for the first time in my life, living
in the greatest city the world had ever seen. News of it reached me constantly: the
ink that shuddered in its jar when a heavily laden cart rumbled by outside, the voic-
es of other young men in the street, the cry of a vendor, a breath of perfume as a
woman went through the Forum in a curtained litter, all spoke to me imperatively,
taking my attention from work as if they held it captive on the point of a spear.
Some days | thought that if | looked at another wax tablet of notes for a speech that
someone else was going to give, or listened once more to instructions on how to
raise my arms to emphasize a climax in an argument, | would go mad.

Of course | had some freedom: | went to parties and lived the life of a well-
brought up young man in the city. And my father gave me an allowance. At first it
seemed to me a very large sum and | didn't know what to do with it. I bought
clothes and small items for myself, gifts for Terentia and the children, | visited
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women from time to time, I got drunk when | could.

In my free time, | roamed the streets. | saw the temples and the offices that were
attached to them; one afternoon | watched the slaves striking coins in the Temple
of Juno Moneta, on another | saw them conveying them, guarded by a magistrate
and a dozen lictors to be stored in the Treasury at the Temple of Saturn. | watched
the Vestal Virgins pray before the sacred flame of their Hearth; | spied out the
secret cache of weapons at the Temple of Castor in the Forum.

| visited the workshops: | would stare for hours at the sandalmakers, potters,
ropeweavers, masons, though what so fascinated me about these lowly occupations
I cannot now remember. A boy is interested in everything | suppose. And there
were whole streets of each of them, all selling the same thing, shop after shop of
armorers all hammering at the bronze, or perfume-makers, drugging the air for
blocks with their competing scents. Catullus lived in a street in which they sold
sandals, nothing but sandals. How could people buy so much? It was certainly not
like Interamnia, where we thought we were lucky to have one flyspecked little shop
that sold everything we didn’t make at home.

There were street festivals around the little corner shrines where the priests
danced, or processions in which gods were carried through the neighborhood. At
one the statues lay out in the forecourt of their temple on couches like guests at a
dinner party, at another-some foreign cult-the swarthy men and women beat them-
selves with whips until the blood fell like in dots and splashes in the street for the
honor of their god.

There were political meetings, the big public ones in the Forum, where the ora-
tors made their speeches, gesturing from the Rostra like statues against the open
sky. But there were others too, dark and smoky, like conspiracies, where men with
seductive voices spoke of the destruction of the government and the abolition of
debts. My cousin Catullus and | watched one night with a silent crowd outside the
prison when five of these soft-voiced men were executed. That was later, when
Cicero had indeed become consul, just as he had always wished. He was their tar-
get, and with great courage he had captured them and convicted them. They meant
to kill him, and to arm the slaves, inciting them to set fire to the city.

| found that out afterwards. At the time | only heard them speak of their desire
to help the ordinary citizens of Rome, and what they said seemed true and valuable
to me. Certainly | had never seen such poverty, such desperation, at home in
Interamnia. In Rome families lived five or six to a room in the slummier tenements,
and water was two blocks away; men stood on street corners all day because they
had no work. I did not understand how that could be. How can a man have noth-
ing to do? Can he not just do something? Surely anyone can weave a basket or
make a brick? But it was not so. Catullus explained: they could not have sold their
goods if they had created them, and in the end their despair would have been the
same.

Yet there were riches in the city, too. | had been right when | first saw it, dark
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on its hills-a river of gold ran through Rome. Up on the heights, away from the
slums, there were mansions bigger than the temples in Interamnia, and people who
dressed like kings and lived like gods. | saw them at parties when | went with
Cicero or my parents. The men had a sleek, well-cared-for look, and the women
were so beautiful | almost groaned aloud with desire.

There were plenty of women in the city, and even a few accessible to a boy kept
as short of money as | was. | must admit though that sometimes | had to resort to
the ones who cluster around the statue of Marsyus and bare their breasts to passers-
by, shouting obscene remarks. | was lashed to the mast often enough by my pover-
ty, though they cost no more than admission to the baths. Even so, | spent more
than | could afford on them, and on their more elegant sisters. My allowance was
beginning to seem smaller to me all the time.

As for men, | could have had them as often as | wanted, for | was already a
handsome boy. Sometimes they followed me in the street, or made pests of them-
selves in the baths. A few even hinted that they would have allowed me the aggres-
sive part-well-born men, | mean, not even slaves or freedmen-forgetting their dig-
nity and position in the urgency of their desire. Their lack of Roman self-control
disgusted me, and | would jeer at them and run away. As for the others, | used to
pretend I had not heard.

It seemed to me that there was everything in the city, all the things that | had
dreamed of in the world. One night | saw the Homeric heroes | had read about as
a child: wild men from the mountains of Asia dressed in the huge, blind-eyed hel-
mets of archaic Greek warriors. But they were slaves, a line of them, magnificent
men, short, powerful, oiled till they gleamed in the torchlight, gladiators being
paraded through the city to a new barracks under the eye of their trainers and
guards. Roman armies had captured them. My heart swelled with awe to think of
it.

The next day | saw the bear. He was dancing alone in a square in the loud and
plebeian section of town known as the Subura. He wore a muzzle and a little cap of
some dark red material that fell over his eye, and he stared out at the crowd as if he
did not like us very much. His owner, a dirty little Phrygian, kept chattering as the
bear performed its solemn dance-a vulgar distraction. The bear seemed to know it.
He danced without music, and without plan, and at the end he dropped down on
all four feet and looked at us calmly. If he knew what he was waiting for | did not,
but | thought that when it came it would be remarkable, some fate worthy of a hero,
some gift from heaven. The city seemed full of such wonderful destinies in those
days. Even a bear might represent one; he might stand in for a god.

My life at Cicero’s went on in this way for nearly three years. | can't say that |
was really unhappy, though my need for money grew as | found more places to
spend it, and my sense of confinement in the hard-working routine of Cicero’s life
began to stifle me. It was my father who rescued me, though if he had known what
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he was doing, doubtless he would not have. Pleased with my progress and having
had good reports of my work, he decided to expand my education.

He had recently made the acquaintance of Marcus Licinius Crassus, the rich-
est man in Rome. Crassus was an aristocrat and a political figure; in addition to a
business man; he had been consul with Pompey the Great some years before. A use-
ful man to know, my father said, and he knew him well. So, two or three times a
week | crossed the valley from the Oppian Hill to the Palatine, from Cicero’s mod-
est mansion to Crassus’ amazingly opulent one, followed by my freedman Philo
with a stack of books and supplies under his arm. There, for three hours or so, I lis-
tened to Crassus talk to his clients or lecture under the topiary yews in his garden.

A number of young men also attended: his own son Publius, Gaius Scribonius
Curio, an aristocrat to his finger-tips; a boy of about my own age called Mark
Antony; another called Calvus who was a friend of Catullus’ and was already
becoming known as a poet; some others, all of whom | liked the look of. At the
conclusion of the lecture Crassus stood up, bowed to us, and disappeared into his
house. The first time he did this I prepared to follow, but Publius Crassus put a casu-
al hand on my arm. “We usually go out for a bit now.”

“Go out?”

“You know. Have a few drinks, go to the baths, see what'’s happening. Curio has
a little friend who usually gives us dinner. She might be able to find someone for
you-she has lots of friends.” He nudged me in the ribs to be sure | understood.

“I'm expected at Cicero’s.” | glanced over to where Philo my freedman was
waiting. At that moment he looked more like my jailer than my secretary.

“Just tell your man you'll be staying late with my father. Cicero won't object.”

“No, of course he won't, m-my dear,” Gaius Scribonius Curio fluted at me in
his exaggerated upper-class drawl. It was so effeminate it was hard not to laugh. |
wondered if his friend was actually a man, but Curio, | found out later, had elegant
tastes and liked men and women both. There are some like that, I know, though |
do not understand them. The older generation doesn’t either, and sometimes com-
plains, but they complain about everything we do. It has never seemed enough rea-
son to make me drop Curio’s company.

“Really, m-my dear,” Curio assured me. “Cicero will think it's an excellent
opportunity for a young m-man. You'll see.”

“A young man should benefit by his elders’ instruction.” Mark Antony let out
a wild, ramshackle laugh. “At least that's what my old man says when | tell him.
Not that | do, much. He just expects me to be late by now.”

“Thus we see the value of a precedent.” Publius Crassus chanted, imitating his
father. We all laughed, and somehow, when we stopped, | saw that it had been
decided.

There remained one last and most crucial embarrassment. “l haven't any
money,” | said, knowing that what | had was going to be inadequate.

“I'll lend you some,” said Publius Crassus.
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So began my real introduction to the city, the second, and secret part of my
education. It was an expensive one. Curio’s little friend had an endless supply of
ravishing acquaintances, each of whom had to be entertained with meals and par-
ties, trips on the river, new clothes, jewelry, servants. | needed new clothes myself,
so as not to look like the poor cousin in from the country who has no idea how
things are done in Rome; | had to treat my friends as often as they treated me.

Then there were the bets on the gladiatorial games on holidays, there were
wagers on dice and on chariot races and on the game of holding up your fingers and
shouting “How many?” so that the one with the most showing wins. But we did not
stop there. We also bet on other things: how many bricks there were in a builder’s
yard, or how much wine Antony could drink in one swallow, or whether the
respectable matron we were following home from the market would smile or strug-
gle when we accosted her.

There were bribes to servants for admission to their mistresses’ rooms, to irate
husbands for their silence, to Philo to tell lies for me to my father, and to the door-
keeper at Cicero’s not to say what time | came in. There were musicians to hire,
and caterers and entertainers for parties, there were gymnastic trainers and jockeys
and retired boxers; there were bills for damage to property, and for cleaning my
clothes. I bought a pair of carriage horses-it was almost as cheap as hiring them, and
anyway the rented ones never look as smart as one’s own. Soon it seemed econom-
ical to buy a racehorse as well.

My allowance from my father did not cover all this, of course, and he would not
extend it, though his business was flourishing. I tried to explain to him. “Father, you
know it’s expensive nhowadays in Rome, especially if one wants a career in politics.
I mean, one has to have friends, and keep up with them. They will be a help later
on. Besides, it doesn’t look right to act as if we’re poor.”

“It’s good for young men to learn to manage money,” he announced and turned
away to his accounts.

“Very well, I'll learn,” I said through my teeth, and went straight to the money-
lenders. By the time | was nineteen | was well over million and a half sesterces in
debt.

It was nothing by the standards of our crowd. My father, if he'd had any mem-
ory at all of what it was like to be young, would have recognized that. Curio owed
about ten times as much, and he was rich to begin with. But he had been involved
in an accident, in which the wagon he had been riding in with a free woman had
gone off a bridge and turned over. The woman had been killed and Curio had paid
a large sum in compensation to her parents to prevent a scandal. | heard that it cost
him almost a million and he had not even been very drunk at the time.

Antony was the worst of us. He owed money everywhere. He did not seem to
set any limits on himself at all. Once | saw him in the slave market, bidding on a
pair of adolescent boys. Curio was with him, and they were nearly swooning over
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the pretty twins. Don’t ask me why. And the expense! Women are nothing in com-
parison. That day alone Antony paid two hundred thousand sesterces for those two
boys, and he and Curio crowed about it all the way to the Forum. You'd have
thought he had gotten a bargain. Antony had them out at parties for months after-
wards, too. | got sick of their simpering faces and their servile manners. I'm afraid
I wasn't very tactful about it, | could see Curio and Antony eyeing me sometimes
as if they wondered what was wrong.

They were very good friends, Curio and Antony. Curio countersigned Antony’s
notes-1 don’t think he quite realized the size of the bills Antony was running up, or
perhaps he didn’t care. Perhaps for Curio there weren't any limits either.

| was present the day the bills came due. We were lying around in the garden
at Curio’s house-alone for a change. It was mid-afternoon, and none of us felt like
working. Possibly the heat had gotten to us, for we sprawled on the couches as if we
had been beached there, washed up by the storms of the night before. Antony was
picking at a design on a wine-cup with his thumb-nail. It seemed to absorb all his
attention. From time to time Curio murmured something: we could go and see what
was happening at the baths, if anyone felt like it? Did anyone want any food? There
were bees in the garden-busy little things-and their hum was putting me to sleep.

All of a sudden Curio’s father was among us, waving a fistful of papers. “Do you
know what these are?” He hurled them into Curio’s lap.

“Bills?” Curio bleated as if he had never seen such things in his life.

Antony let out his long, ropy laugh. He sounded as if he were still drunk.

“Don’t you laugh!” Curio’s father turned on him like an enraged ram. Well,
Curio looked like his lamb, with his protruding teeth and his large, round eyes.
They were fixed on his father now, who was shouting at Antony. “These bills are
yours. My son has backed them.”

“I... I know.” Antony stood up very straight, a Roman soldier about to take his
punishment. We all were. Curio had tears in his eyes, | swear it. | don’t know what
| expected-the whip perhaps. Curio’s father looked furious enough for that.

“What did you expect me to do about this?” he cried, turning on his son again.

It was not tears in Curio’s eyes, it was laughter. Oh, no, | thought. Don't laugh;
you'll make it worse. “What did | expect you to do, father? Wh-why pay them, of
course.”

| waited, hardly daring to breathe, but Curio’s father only said, in a wondering
voice, “Do you know how much they come to?” His anger seemed to have evapo-
rated.

“I have n-no idea, father.”

“Six million sesterces.”

Curio’s eyes widened in surprise. Antony, unable to help himself, rattled out his
laugh again.

“Very well,” Curio’s father said, ignoring Antony. “I will pay. But | want you to
understand that I will pay no others. Is that clear?”
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I was gasping, my heart was racing. Six million sesterces. Just like that. Very
well, 1 will pay.

“And you,” said Curio’s father, turning to Antony. | was wrong when | thought
he was no longer angry; it was just that he could not be at odds with his son. “You
are not welcome in this house. Get out now, and never come back.”

“But,” said Antony who was giving his imitation of the general Regulus in the
hands of the Carthaginians again.

“Out. Now.”

Antony looked around, a little wildly, as if he feared the servants might come
and throw him out. Indeed, | thought they might myself. What was passing in
Curio’s mind I could not tell; his face was a perfect blank, and he looked foolish and
ineffectual. There was certainly no help there.

“Yes.” Antony reluctantly picked up his toga. He glance once more at Curio’s
impassive face. Really, Curio, who looked so silly and childish, was the most Roman
of us all.

“All right. I'm going, just as you say.” A grin touched Antony’s mouth. | saw,
though Curio’s father did not, that Curio tipped him a sly little wink.

| seized the opportunity and slipped out myself. I did not want to be present
while Curio’s father told him off. Besides, Curio had countersigned a lot of my notes
too.

It got to be a regular thing: when we went to call on Curio | went in at the front
door while Antony climbed in over the roof. Pretty soon we were all living just as
we always had. | spent what | needed to, and borrowed what | could, feeling per-
fectly justified. | hadn’t spent anything like six million sesterces. All the same |
began to wake up at night thinking about what would happen if my father found
out.

Catullus thought | was crazy, but he was never really a part of that crowd any-
way, and had no political ambition. All he liked were sordid little bars where he
could write his poetry undisturbed. Cicero never knew. Right up until I finished my
apprenticeship with him | continued to sneak out of his house every night, going
over the roofs like Antony or bribing the servants to let me through the door into
the alley. Among them, the servants had enough off me to buy a small farm, and
the doorman could have financed the public games. And | borrowed from every-
where-Curio, Antony, Publius Crassus and his father, anyone who would lend me
anything. Even after my three years were up and | had moved back into my parents’
house, no word ever got back to my father. In time | ceased to wonder why not.
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broke into the Women’s Festival, | stood in front of the door of Clodius’ sis-

ter’s place, and tried to think of an alibi. It took me some time to remember
my student days. The first rays of sun were flooding into the alley, dissolving the
cool shadows left from the dawn. | could feel the warmth on my face. | blinked once
or twice. Inside the garden a woman spoke, and | heard Catullus’ grating voice
answer her. A drift of smoke, blue as chalk, brought the scent of burning leaves; |
heard the first rattle of shutters at an upstairs window. The house was waking up. |
turned and ran.

It was no trouble finding Cicero’s place from the alley. When | was a student |
had climbed over the back wall often enough, coming home in the first light of day,
just as I was now. | even remembered a place where a heap of broken roof tiles and
discarded boards made it easier to climb... There it was, no one had troubled to
remove it from the alley. | put my foot on it, and hoisted myself over into the gar-
den-not the beautiful formal one in the center of the house, but the kitchen plot
with its grape arbor and fig trees, its rows of vegetables and herbs, its heaps of com-
post in the corner. | dashed through, ducking into the main part of the house.

There | halted, hiding behind a column in the peristyle where the sun had not
yet reached. The formal garden lay in shadow, its hedges dark against the curl of
mist from the pool, the bare branches of the ornamental trees black scrawls on the
cool, pale shadows. | held my breath and waited for someone to come.

Presently a slave come out of the house, yawning and scratching his head. Tiro,
Cicero’s secretary.

“Oh, there you are, Tiro,” | called, stepping out from behind the column. “I've
been looking for you for hours.”

The secretary gave a start. “Oh, I'm sorry. | must have overslept. What time is
it?”

“Never mind. We'll let it pass this time. But your master does need you-this
morning of all mornings. Something important has come up.”

“Oh, dear gods,” Tiro cried. “And I'm late. Well, thank you for telling me.”

In Cicero’s study there was chaos-as usual. Paper and waxed boards were
heaped on every surface; clerks and secretaries ran in and out. “Where’s your mas-
ter?” | demanded, and a clerk, grabbing at a pile of boards as he looked up, missed
his catch, swore, and jerked his head in the direction of the front of the house. Tiro

So it was that on this morning in January when Clodius and Catullus and |
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turned on his heel; | dashed after him.

In the atrium we found Cicero sitting in a chair surrounded by at least fifty
men. He was always busy in the mornings when his clients and political friends
came to pay their obligatory calls on him. “Hah, Tiro, there you are,” he shouted.
“I need you. Who's that with you?” He was peering nearsightedly through the shafts
of sunlight that lanced from the hole in the roof. His eyes were crinkled at the cor-
ners, a smile of welcome curved his mouth when he saw who it was. “How long
have you been here?” he cried, standing up to clasp me around the shoulders.

“Oh, heavens, it’s my fault,” Tiro cried. “I don't know what happened. I must
have overslept-Marcus Caelius has been here for hours, looking for me.”

“Hours? That’s too bad. I apologize for my household. But by Hercules, I'm glad
to see you,” Cicero shouted in his vibrant growl as | stepped forward into his
embrace.

It was a good thing that | had an alibi, however tenuous it was, for the scandal
that followed our exploit in the Forum was tremendous. You'd have thought
Clodius had seduced the Chief Vestal, instead of merely the Pontifex Maximus’
wife. There was talk in the Senate of a trial-those flatulent old hypocrites claiming
that the state might take some harm from Clodius’ impiety. | don’t see how. The
house was purified and the rites performed again; if the gods weren't satisfied they
gave no sign.

But nothing would satisfy the conservative oligarchy but a trial, and Clodius
had to stand in the Forum and hear himself indicted for sacrilege. Caesar divorced
his wife-well, how could he avoid it, with the fuss the conservatives were creating?-
but, graceful as ever, he avoided giving offense to Clodius, who was something of a
popular hero, and had important relatives as well, by saying that he did not think
his wife was guilty of adultery with Clodius. It was simply, he explained, that
Caesar’s wife had to be above suspicion.

I saw Caesar that day in the Forum, when he was asked about Clodius and his
wife. He looked so elegant in his beautiful clothes, and so witty and charming-in
fact, such fun-that I could not see why anyone could dislike him. But some people
did. There were rumors that he was ambitious-that in fact he would do anything to
get ahead. They said that when he was a young man in the East he had allowed a
king to whom he was sent as an envoy to make a use of him that would be disgust-
ing to relate. It may not have been true, for it was rumored that he liked women,
at least as much as Publius Clodius did. The boy Marcus Brutus was said to be his
son, which would have been news to Brutus’ mother’s husband-or perhaps it would-
n't have been. Caesar had been pretty openly her lover for years.

He interested me: those were all interesting facts. | thought about them for a
while, and then began to ask around. It was odd how well-known he was-1 mean
for a man with little in the way of family distinction or political achievement
behind him. Yet Rome was full of rumors of him, and everybody knew something.
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The first person | asked was Catullus. “Caesar?” He took so long to look up from
his papers | thought he wasn’t going to answer at all. “Yes, | know him. He used to
dine with us when he was stationed in my province. My father knows his family.”
His voice trailed away and his eyes wandered back to the poem he was writing.

“Well, what's he like?”

“Who? Oh, Caesar. Listen, Caelius, what do you think of this poem? | wrote it
to her. To Clodius’ sister. Have you ever seen her? | met her the day we broke in to
the festival. It was her house that Clodius took us to, in the alley there. You ought
to see her, Caelius. She’s the most beautiful woman | ever saw.” He handed me a
piece of paper on which he had copied out a poem. “I wrote this to her.”

LAST REPORT OF MARCUS CAELIUS RUFUS...
DOCUMENT APPENDED

Sparrow, my girl’s delight

whom she plays with as she holds you in her lap
giving you her fingertip

and teasing you to bite...

Bright-shining, my desire and my love.

I believe she feels her passion like a weight

and solaces her pain.

If 1 could play as she does

my drooping spirit would rise in flight.

“Why, it’s good,” | cried, absolutely astonished. “You're a real poet.”

“Oh, it’s not much. Do you think she’ll like it?”

“You've seen her, haven't you?” | was suddenly sure he had. “I mean since the
morning of the festival.”

“Twice,” he admitted, glowing. “Oh, Caelius, she is so beautiful, so elegant-"

I had to listen to his rhapsody about Clodius’ sister for the rest of the morning.
“You're a made man,” | said, enviously. “She’s a powerful woman in this city.”

He cared nothing about that. She hadn’t even promised to sleep with him.

Finally I managed to get him back to the subject of Caesar, very briefly, it’s true.

“Caesar wrote poetry, too,” he said, his eyes widening as he remembered. “It was
pretty good. | mean, actually quite good. He’s a fine speaker, too. Very eloquent, in
a simple way.”

“So he’s got talent.”

“Oh, yes. He’s intelligent. Tells witty jokes. Effeminate though.”

“No, he’s not,” | cried, angry for no reason.

He shrugged. “Caelius, do you think Clodia will like it if I give her this poem?
I mean will she...?”

I got out of there before he dreamed himself into real trouble.
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“He’s intelligent,” my father said, “but he wastes it. He certainly comes from a
good family, descended from Aeneas of Troy and the Goddess Venus. One of the
few original Trojan families left in Rome. They haven’t done much for a few gen-
erations, but they have connections. He could do something with them, if he want-
ed. He’s clever enough.” He looked irritated. He had come down to the warehouse
to inspect a shipment; we were strolling through the shadowy space, peering into
the jars. | had risked a question about Caesar only because | was so bored.

“Well,” I argued, “he hasn’t entirely wasted them. He’s the City Praetor. That’s
something.”

The grain slid from my father’s fingers, falling through the light like sparks of
gold. In the mouth of the jar it darkened and disappeared, leaving behind a tiny
pattering sound, like drops of rain. “Kernels are very small,” my father said, worried.
“Water problems, do you think?”

“About Caesar,” | prompted.

“A lightweight. Effeminate. This jar, too? What do you think?”

It was typical of my father to dismiss my concerns with contempt like this. My
anger surged up in me. But | wanted more information. “A lightweight?” | asked,
managing to be civil.

“Thinks about nothing but his love affairs. Dresses like a peacock, acts like a
goat. Gold fringes, long sleeves. So much purple dye he looks as if he fell in a vat
of wine. In debt, too. | have it on good authority that before he even held public
office he owed forty-five million sesterces. | know he spent millions on the public
games when he was aedile. Which he had to borrow, because the Julians may be an
old family, but they are certainly not rich.”

In the gloom of the warehouse his eyes glittered with anger; he hated anything
that seemed to him financially unsound. “Of course, an aedile has to put on ade-
guate games. Otherwise he would be failing in his duty to honor the city and its
gods. But to use the occasion to aggrandize himself from pure extravagance and fri-
volity, and with money that isn’t even his in the first place...” My father turned on
me in the semi-darkness. Motes of gold swirled around him, his eyes and teeth glit-
tered like silver. “You stay away from him, Marcus. He’s a wastrel, a fop, an unsta-
ble character, Do you understand me? Stay away. That's an order.”

“He’s the City Praetor. Doesn’t that mean something?” Anger was stiffening my
shoulders and making me look him in the eye.

“Not so much as this.” The snap of his fingers echoed in the dust space like the
crack of a whip. “He’s extravagant, he’s a fool, he’s wasted his talents and his oppor-
tunities. If | hear that you've been near him, I'll cut you off without a sesterce. Is
that clear?”

That was a laugh, considering how few of his precious sesterces he dispensed
anyway. | flung a word at him as I stalked out of the building, so furious | was near-
ly blinded by the light.
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“Caesar?” my mother said, smiling slightly to herself. “He’s a very charming
man. At least many women think so. Pompey the Great’s wife did, while her hus-
band was in the East, and so did Servilia, whose boy Brutus is supposed to be
Caesar’s. Well, that’s what they say. Caesar has very beautiful manners, you know.”
She sighed. “But his morals aren’t very good. You don’t have much to do with him,
do you, Marcus? Because | don't really think-"

“Don’t worry, mother. | don’t move in those circles at all.” I said. | didn't tell
her that | thought it would be a very great pleasure if | did.

“How much does Caesar owe?” Publius Crassus repeated my question. “About
forty or fifty million sesterces, | believe.”

“Fifty million?”

His smile faded. “My father considers it a good investment. | don’t see it. He’s
frivolous and effeminate... | can’t see that he’ll go far...”

Oddly enough it was Cicero who had the highest opinion of him. Or the most
definite anyway.

“Caesar isn't quite what he seems,” he said, putting the letter down on his desk
and rubbing the bridge of his nose. His eyes were tired all the time. “He seems to
do nothing but play, doesn’t he? Play at politics, play at love. But for twenty years
there hasn’t been a seditious political movement, or a dirty business deal, he hasn’t
had a hand in. He hasn’t a scruple in the world, and he’s been involved with some
very unsavory characters...”

“Who?” | cried, fascinated.

He shook his head. “I shouldn’t say. I never had any proof. I'd have arrested
him, if I had. But I'll tell you this: he’s a very ambitious man. The display and the
fooling around are only to cover it up, like a marble front on a stucco building.
Except that the building’s architect puts on falsity to look more impressive, while
Caesar is trying to look less.”

“Surely that’s a very peculiar thing to do?”

He rubbed his eyes again. “Unusual, but not peculiar. It serves his purposes: it
brings him a great many contacts, and it prevents the powerful from taking alarm
at his progress. And he doesn’t mind-he doesn’t care what he does to gain his ends.
A delightful person, but not a very nice one.” His voice became a sad growl. “You
can’t blame him. When he was young he had terrible experiences...”

“What experiences?” | couldn’t have turned away from this conversation now,
if the house had been on fire.

“Oh, you're right, that is interesting. When he was sixteen Caesar was married
to the daughter of a political opponent of the dictator Sulla. That was the old pop-
ular hero, the general Marius. I'm related to him myself. Well, anyway, Sulla want-
ed Caesar to divorce the daughter-to prove his loyalty, | suppose. Caesar was very
young at the time-not yet out of his teens. All the same, he refused. He has always
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kept his allegiance to Marius and to his popular faction very clear in everyone’s
mind. I'd honor him for that, if I didn’t wonder what advantage he saw in it for
himself.

“In any case, he refused, and Sulla was enraged. He hounded Caesar so badly
that the boy had to go into hiding. His father was dead, and he was all alone. He
lived very dangerously in those days, never sleeping in the same place twice, keep-
ing his identity concealed. It was a courageous thing to do. Not many people
refused Sulla, or challenged him.”

“You did.” I knew he had first won fame in the city by trying a case against the
dictator’s freedman-and winning, in spite of the risk.

“Well, yes. And it’s always been a bond between Caesar and me. That and our
relation to Marius. We had to resist Sulla, because of that. But many people gave
in-Sulla’s power was really very terrible. | hope our country never sees anything like
it again.

“Sulla kept lists of the people he disliked or feared, you see, and if your name
was on it, you had lost your citizenship. Anyone could Kill you without fear of
penalty. Thousands died that way, out of envy or spite or a desire to curry favor with
the dictator. Or for their property, if they had any. When they were dead, Sulla
posted their heads in the Forum on poles, to terrorize the rest of us. Believe me, it
did.

“So the risk Caesar ran was very real. A night of moonlight, a servant corrupt-
ed, and his head might have been one of them. As it was, he caught a fever in the
marsh country, and Sulla’s soldiers caught up to him. It cost him a lot of money to
bribe them to let him get on a ship out of the country. Sulla was very disappoint-
ed. ‘“You'll regret it,’” | heard that he said: ‘There are many Mariuses in that boy.’
Long afterwards, and | have never made up my mind if this was an irony or a delib-
erate plan of Caesar’s, when his first wife was dead Caesar married Sulla’s grand-
daughter. Sulla was dead too of course, so | don’t know. Strange, isn't it? But | have
always thought that this encounter with Sulla was the real beginning of Caesar’s
career.”

“How?”

He shook his head in sorrow. “It made him feel that there were no limits in the
world, | think. That there is nothing a man in power may not do, and nothing a
man without it may not suffer.”

“And that’s not true?”

“I don’t think so. There is morality to limit us, and the gods, there is even the
natural goodness of human beings... Well, not everyone agrees. We must try to help
those who don't to see things in a better light, eh, Caelius?”

Perhaps we must, but that was not what | wanted to hear about. “Caesar was
changed by his experience?” | asked. | had an idea there was more he could tell me.

“Yes, indeed. For one thing, his health was broken. He’s had epilepsy-that’s
what the Greeks call the falling sickness-ever since.”
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“I never heard that.”

“He keeps it a secret. He’s afraid that it might interfere with his ambitions.”

“Which are?”

“Oh, I don’t think he sets any limits on that.” He smiled, a melancholy twitch
of the lips, and | thought with astonishment that he felt sorry for Caesar. “The
thing is,” he said, “I don’t think he sets any limits on the means he will use to
accomplish them either.”

That was what | knew of him then-Gaius Julius Caesar, son of Gaius, deceased,
forty years old, Pontifex Maximus and outgoing City Praetor of Rome. It was only
what the rest of the city knew, which was everything-and nothing, of course. |
think what chiefly impressed me was what | have already said: that he was so well
known to so many people. He inhabited the city the way a nymph is part of her for-
est, a Nereid her stream. He was everywhere, glimpsed in the corner of your eye at
public meetings, in the temples just leaving as you arrived for the sacrifice, talking
with a group of older men on the other side of the exercise grounds. At a party he
had been there earlier and gone on elsewhere, where you were not invited; with a
woman, he had been her lover while you were still at school.

A movement has caught my eye, distracting me. | don’t know what: a pigeon
fluttering past the window, a branch moving in a puff of air. Nothing now. | look
around the room.

There has been no change. The silence that encloses me is as deep as ever, the
heat of summer is no greater, no less. The army the scouts reported-a wing of cav-
alry, veterans, heading this way; | have not forgotten-well, there is no sign of it.
The road stretches away, empty and white, the town crouches as fearfully behind
its shutters as before. On the air come gusts of summer scents: hot stone, baking
grass, the salt of the sea, all exactly as they were when | came. But the square of
sunlight on the table has moved. Time is changing. Time is growing short.
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V

off, but only by bringing in a lot of very heavy-looking slaves from the

country and intimidating all the jurors. That and the money and promises
Crassus paid out in bribes did the trick, in spite of the fact that Cicero testified
against Clodius, and broke his alibi. The jury didn’t care. Caesar kept very quiet,
and hardly allowed himself to appear involved at all, a policy that | imitated.

There was one exception, a party that | went to around this time-a huge bash
out in the Subura that Caesar gave to celebrate his taking up a military command.
Now that his praetorship was over he had drawn lots with the other senior magis-
trates in the traditional way, for the commands in the various provinces. Caesar had
drawn one the two Spanish ones.

“Thank you, yes, | think something might very well be done with them,” he
said, flicking a thin, cool smile at me when | congratulated him. He stood in the
atrium of his house-not the official residence in the Forum, but what | guessed was
his family place out in that rather plebeian quarter. It was a smallish house, not
much nicer than the one my father had bought, though it was festive enough now,
with lamps everywhere and well-wishers trooping through all the rooms. | had
heard that Caesar was so exigent that he had once torn down a whole villa on Lake
Nemi because a single detail of it displeased him-it was one of the things that made
my father think he was such a dandy-and | wondered how he could live in this dim
and unattractive place. But then | remembered his formidable family pride. It had
led him to make a spectacle of his connection with the exceedingly unaristocratic
general Marius; no doubt it led him to keep this house, and use it, no matter how
cramped and out of style it became. “Something might be done with the Spanish
provinces?”

He raised one eyebrow. “You never know.”

Perhaps he meant that there might be trouble there and he could hope for a
military adventure, with all the profit and renown such things can bring. Perhaps
he had something else in mind. It was never very easy to tell, with him.

“I'm so glad you could come, Caelius,” he murmured with great warmth. look-
ing me in the eyes. We were the same height, | noticed, two tall men, whose heads
rose over the others in the room. Our height isolated us; we spoke as if we were
alone. “Look, Caelius,” he said, putting his hand on my arm. “Why don’t you come
with me? There’s room on my staff-"

The scandal around Clodius grew, and finally there was a trial. Clodius got
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| had turned away, but | could still feel his gaze resting on me like a touch.

“Oh.” | was confused. “l...I'd like to. But | couldn’t leave Rome. | mean, thank
you very much, it’s a great honor, and I'd love to, but the city. | only just got here,
you see. | have a lot to do...”

“I know. I'd rather not leave Rome myself.”

He looked so elegant and sophisticated, so urbane and charming, | could not
imagine him on campaign. What would happen to his beautifully arranged hair, his
rich and complex perfumes, his manicure? It was unimaginable. It was even funny.
I smiled at him. Immediately he smiled back.

“Gaius Julius, can you tell me? Why did Crassus get Clodius acquitted? I mean
Crassus is your friend, isn’t he? And though | know he didn’t mean it, Clodius did
insult you...” With your wife, | meant, but managed not to say it. | was already
impertinent enough. He had every right to have me thrown out of the house...

But Caesar laughed. “I asked Crassus to.”

“You did?”

“Of course.” He seemed to be waiting for me to say something, but | was too
surprised to think. “But your wife-" | blurted out. I was very conscious of his hand,
still resting warmly on my arm.

“My ex-wife.”

“But Clodius-" I persisted.

“What about Clodius?” He waited, his eyes still on my face with an almost pal-
pable force, not warm now but cool and assessing. | couldn’t think of anything to
do but to turn the moment into a joke. “Something might be made of him?” | said,
remembering his comment about Spain.

Amazingly it was the right thing. He laughed again and patted my shoulder.
“It’s a pity you won’t come with me to Spain. We could do some great things.”

I smiled.

“Well, if it can’t be, it can’t. Enjoy the party, Caelius. Help yourself to anything
you want.”

There was indeed anything | could have wished for -the best entertainment,
the most brilliant collection of people in the city. The food was of such quality that
it took my breath away. He must not have cared at all what he paid for his supplies,
and his cook must have been the best in Rome.

It's odd to think that at that moment, while he laughed and joked with his
guests, he must have been nearly frantic. He owed so much money; his creditors
were even threatening to prevent him from leaving Rome.

What would have happened if they had? Who knows? But it is possible that the
world might never have heard of Julius Caesar. He might have died as obscurely as
his ancestors. | believe this thought occurred to him, and even as he was teasing
me, exerting on an obscure young man the charm for which he was so widely liked,
he was thinking, worrying, turning over in his mind his choices and possibilities...
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In the end Crassus paid some sort of installment on Caesar’s debts-1 heard it
was around thirty million sesterces-and promised to take care of the rest. Caesar
was allowed to depart for Spain.

“My father will get his money back, you'll see,” Publius Crassus insisted to me.
“The Spaniards will pay. Between the taxes he can collect-and it’s pretty much up
to him what he can get out of them, once he’s paid the Treasury his share-and the
favors a governor has at his disposal, Caesar will do all right.”

“He’d better.”

“He will, don’t worry. He'll be ruthless enough when it comes to the moment.”
He picked up the end of his toga, and we went down to the gate to see the depar-
ture, with its priests and omens and all the pageantry. It was fun, but | came away
feeling oddly bereft and abandoned. | don’t know why. The sight of that pale yel-
low head in the sunshine did something to me, and | had to turn away.

I got drunk that night, but it didn’t help much, and two days later my father
summoned me into his study.

He was sitting behind a table he used for a desk: a tall, handsome man much
like me in appearance, though his hair was graying at the temples. On his desk were
several letters and a pile of half-unrolled ledger books, but he pushed them all aside
except for a very small stack of notes. His large, well-shaped hand was treading
these down like an ox’s hoof, holding them flat as if they might struggle under his
power. His face was grim and his eyes sharp with bitterness.

“Marcus. What is this?” He held up one of the papers. | recognized it, of course;
it was from one of my creditors.

“A Dbill.”

“What? Speak up.”

“It’s a demand for payment on a loan,” | said, very loudly.

“Yes. And this? And this?”

“The same.”

There was a silence, for me suspenseful, since | did not want to look down and
see what he was doing.

“You owe money all over town,” he said at last.

“It’s only one and a half-" | felt like a legionary, standing at attention in the
general’s tent. If he had had any feeling for me at all he would have asked me to sit
down.

“Are you telling me that your debts only amount to one and a half thousand
sesterces?” He sounded sad. | looked down, but all | could see was the top of his
head, and his strong fingers turning over the notes. Gods, | thought, he’sin a rage.

When | was little |1 had thought he was as big as the statue of Jupiter in our
town’s most impressive temple. Somehow he didn’t look any smaller now. “A mil-
lion and a half,” | admitted.

He stood up, a process that seemed to take hours. When he had reached his full



68 - The Door in the Wall

height our eyes were on the same level. | had no time to reflect on this, for his were
narrowed and brilliant with anger. “It’s time you understood something about
money,” he said.

I thought, Oh, I understand a lot about it. That you keep me short when you
can well afford to give me more. That you want me to have a career, but you don’t
want to pay for it. You want me to remain dependent on you, to come begging for
money like a slave, like a woman...

“Nothing to say?” he asked. | thought he was mocking me. For a bronze farthing
| would have picked up the stack of papers and thrown it at him, | would have told
him what | really thought...but he was my father, and | could not. | remembered
Curio and his father. “I think you should pay those bills,” | said.

His face flooded with rage; a vein hammered behind his eye. “You what?” he
roared. | clenched my fists and stared into his eyes.

Slowly he mastered himself. “Enough. I told you once that you didn’t know the
value of money. Well, you are going to learn. I'm sending you to North Africa to
work on the estates there. Perhaps that will teach you.”

For one light-headed moment | thought he was telling me he was going to sell
me as a slave. My fists ached with the effort not to smash his mocking face.

“I want you to take a look at the farms there, and the shipping business.” He
knew perfectly well how | felt, but he didn’t care. “I expect a detailed report. I will
want to see the books, so be sure they are properly prepared, just as you have been
taught.” He turned away as if that was all he had to say-no farewell, no father’s
advice, not even a friendly warning, say about the dangers of fast company in the
provinces-if there is any fast company in the provinces.

I supposed | was dismissed, but he had something to add. “I want to be sure you
are properly supervised. Therefore, Marcus, you will travel in the escort of a friend
of mine, the propraetor Quintus Rufus. He is to be the new governor of the
province.” He waited, expecting something from me, his hand poised on the edge
of his desk. I did not answer. It was all | could do not to smash my fist into his face.
Properly supervised.

“Marcus, this man is powerful and important. He can do a lot to advance our
interests in Africa. Do you understand anything I’'m telling you at all? No? Well,
think it over. | want you to treat him at all times with the respect due his position.
If he tells you to do anything, do it at once, without question; if he-"

“But father,” I cried, finding my voice at last. “What about politics? What about
my career in Rome?”

He snorted. “Your career in Rome? You haven't the sense or the maturity to
administer a dog kennel. What makes you think you have anything to offer the vot-
ers of Rome?”

He would have gone on; | could see the muscles of his jaw working, and his
color beginning to rise again.

“When do | leave?” My anger was near to erupting from me, a scalding flow
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that would have burned us both.

“As soon as possible. The sea lanes become rough in October. Be gone by
then.” He turned to one of his secretaries and began to instruct him in some other
matter. | knew | was dismissed, erased from his mind as if | had never been born. |
left without saying goodbye.

I began to devour the city, like man who is going to starve filling himself with
bread. Bread? It was a banquet. | went everywhere; | scarcely slept. No acquain-
tance gave a party | didn’t attend, bringing with me a dozen people from the pre-
vious one, or if it was the first of the evening, from the bars where | had been drink-
ing before. Freedmen, aristocrats, actors, women from the porticoes, it made no dif-
ference to me as long as they wanted a good time. Once | even brought the dirty
little Phrygian and his dancing bear.

Sometimes, going towards someone else’s bed very late at night, | would find
myself alone in the silence. The tall buildings that cut angles into the field of stars
overhead, the slats of a pigeon loft on an apartment roof, the crimped edges of tiles
on the baths, called out to me like friends. The gods gesturing on the temple roofs
were like family.

I walked tirelessly on those nights, for it seemed to me that around there next
corner there might be something wonderful to see, and | could not bear to miss any-
thing. In the baths I listened to the gossip as if it were the talk of philosophers, |
prowled the shops buying anything: perfumes, Greek pottery, antiques, gemstones,
glass. When there were games | went to them, betting on gladiators or horses with
Antony and Publius Crassus, and keeping out of the way of the aedile, who would
punish gambling if he saw it. | crossed the river and went to swim at the popular
bathing spots; I threw the javelin and the wooden balls on the exercise ground in
the Campus Martius. | was saying goodbye.

I waited until Pompey the Great had celebrated his triumph-a spectacle | did
not want to miss for Pompey was the most famous Roman who had ever lived. He
had conquered most of the known world-North Africa, at least the part that didn’t
already belong to us, and a large portion of nearer Asia as well. He had chased the
pirates that used to plague the Eastern Mediterranean like mosquitoes into hiding
or crucified them, he had brought millions of people under our rule, and millions
of sesterces into the Treasury. People said he was a new Alexander the Great come
back after three hundred years. Well, there hadn’t been anybody in between him
and the famous Greek to challenge them.

In those days the city could refuse him nothing. The Senate granted him a tri-
umph, under pressure, because they feared him and were jealous of his popularity.
But Cicero, who was Pompey’s oldest friend made them do it. | was supposed to be
the most magnificent triumph in the history of the city. It would take two days, one
of which was Pompey’s own birthday. | couldn’t miss that.
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I was invited to watch the parade in the company of Cicero and his friends. For
two days the loot and captives and armies filed through he Forum and up the
Capitoline Hill to the Temple of Jupiter, where dozens of sheep were sacrificed in
a cloud of incense so thick and aromatic that the dignitaries in the temple court-
yard choked and gasped. Pompey flashed by in a golden chariot his scarlet toga
embroidered with scenes of his battles billowing out behind him, his face blazing
with red paint under his crown of laurel. He looked like Mars himself, fiery and
proud.

A great man. A magnificent one. He laid his spoils at the feet of his city like a
hero of ancient days, giving without stint to his country. At night a public feast was
held, with thousands of couches and tables, and wine pouring out as if an aqueduct
had sprung a leak.

I ran into Curio in a temple courtyard, where whole sides of beef were roasting.
He had already provided himself with a plate, having had his people clear some ple-
beians out of the way to secure it. “I thought you'd be with your friend Catullus,”
he said. | explained that Catullus was having an affair with Clodius’ sister. He was
like a man who has fallen into a jar of honey-he was happy, but it kept him busy.

“Really?” He laughed, a short baa of pleasure. “Well, frankly m-my dear she’s
too m-much for me. They say she’s a beauty though.”

I took my own plate and chased some people away from a couch so we could
recline there. “l heard something about this Clodius business. | heard that Caesar
was the one who persuaded Crassus to get Clodius acquitted of the break-in. What
do you think of that?”

His round eyes opened and his lips puckered. “Oh, m-my dear. Can that possi-
bly be true?”

“Caesar is the one who told me.”

He let out a bleat of surprise. “Really. He is the oddest man, isn’t he? | m-mean
his own wife. He's very cool, isn't he?”

“That’s what | thought. So | wondered...”

“I m-mean, im-magine seeing that your wife’s lover is acquitted of the very pre-
text he used to get into your house. | m-mean, im-magine...” He bent his face over
his plate and studied it for some time. With his round eyes and curly hair, he looked
like a lamb watching a beetle crawl up a stalk of grass. “Well, | would believe it of
Caesar. He’s done it before.”

I thought he wasn’t going to tell me, but something must have decided him,
because after a while he began to speak. “M-my dear, take m-my advice. Stay away
from him. He’s a very dangerous m-man.”

“Don't be silly. He’s very nice, quite a charming person. He must be the friend-
liest man in Rome, always willing to put himself out-"

“So the pirates who captured him thought.”

“Who?” | could hardly hear him over the clatter of plates and the hiss of fat in
the cooking fires.
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“It’s not a very well-known story,” Curio said softly. “M-my father heard it from
a cousin of his who's related to the Aurelii, Caesar's m-mother’s family...” He
poured some wine and passed the pitcher to a man who did not bother with a cup,
but drained it from the rim. “I wish | could do that, don’t you, m-my dear?” Curio
whispered. The man’s friends were cheering.

“About Caesar.”

He smiled around his large yellow teeth. “Yes. Well, when Caesar was a young
m-man he went to the island of Rhodes, to escape some political trouble at home-
he had managed to make an enemy of the dictator Sulla, | think. He’s related to
Marius, the popular leader...”

“I know about that.”

“Well, when Caesar was on the way there his ship was captured by pirates-this
was in the old days, before Pompey cleared them out of their little hole in the East.
The pirates took Caesar to some island they used for a hideout-there are hundreds
of them over there you know, and they kept him a captive. They asked for twenty
talents in ransom.” He gave me a look from under his eyelashes. Perhaps they were
one of the reasons people thought Curio looked like a girl, for they were as long and
thick as whiskbrooms and rested modestly against his cheeks as he looked down at
his plate again.

“M-my dear, you must understand who the Julians are. They're a very old fam-
ily, of course, but not very well off, or very distinguished. If we were talking about
the glory of Rome, Julius Caesar is not a name that would spring to your lips. If you
see what | m-mean. And Caesar was young, and rather, you know, charming-"

I knew immediately what he meant. The tall, slender figure, leaning graceful-
ly-very gracefully-against a pillar, the delicate gesture as he scratched his head in a
pantomime of elegant puzzlement... “Are you telling me he’s effeminate?” I
demanded.”

He shrugged.

“Really, Curio,” | said, beginning to get angry.

“Oh, m-my dear, what difference could it possibly m-make? Who cares if he is?
And anyway, we were talking about the pirates.”

“Yes, we were.”

He smiled to himself. “The pirates called him ‘the boy.” He was young, you
know. Our age, or less. About twenty, I'd guess. As | said, they asked for twenty tal-
ents ransom. I’'m not sure about Greek m-money. All those foreign currencies never
seem quite real to me, if you know what I m-mean...”

“It’s about fifty million sesterces.”

“Really? That m-much? That's quite a respectable am-mount, isn't it?
Especially for a m-man in his position. I m-mean, he didn’t have any position. ‘Do
you know who | am? he asked them, and when the pirates, quite naturally, said
they had no idea, he called them fools and told them to ask fifty talents.”

“He wanted the pirates to raise his ransom? Why?”
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“M-my dear, | just don’t know.”

I was laughing. “Well, you're right, Curio. That’s a very bold and cold-blooded
thing to do.”

“M-my dear, that’s not the end of it. He stayed with those cutthroats for about
a m-month and during that time he never showed the slightest sign of fear or con-
cern over his fate. He treated them like servants, ordering them to be quiet when
he wanted to take a nap and so on. He even wrote poetry to pass the time, and
forced them to listen to him read it aloud. If they didn’t like to, he told them they
were illiterates and barbarians. He took his exercise with them, and played ball on
the beach, and when he was fed up with them he used to tell them that when he
had escaped from the island he would come back and crucify them all. Go ahead,
laugh. I'm sure they thought it was funny, too.”

He wasn’t amused though; he looked sad. His soft eyes and gentle mouth might
have been ready to cry. He studied his plate for a long time. “Curio?” | said.

“Well, anyway, m-my dear,” he answered in a heavy voice, “Caesar raised the
m-money, all fifty talents, from his friends and from his wife’s family, and the ran-
som was paid. As soon as he was released, he armed some ships and went after the
pirates. They were still on the island where he had left them, so he captured them
and took them to prison. He confiscated their m-money and ships and so on, and
went to the Roman governor of the province, whoever it was that year, and
demanded that his prisoners be executed. The governor kept saying he’d study the
problem-"

“He wanted the money for himself,” | interrupted. “After all, it must have been
a considerable amount. Not just Caesar’s fifty talents, but a lot more than that. He
was probably trying to figure out some way to seize it legally.”

“Probably.” There was another of his silences, then he sighed. “Well, anyway,
when Caesar couldn’t get any satisfaction from the governor he just took the pirates
out of prison and on his own initiative crucified them all.”

I shouted with laughter. “Just as he’d promised. He must have told them to raise
the ransom because he knew he'd get it back.”

“No. He can’t have known that. It was far m-more likely that they would kill
him. He might have seen the possibility-just the barest hint of a hope-of escape
some day. No m-more than that.”

“Well, | told you, he’s very bold.”

His head drooped again. “The pirates liked him, you know.”

“Yes, you can tell that. It's a good joke. They must have laughed when they saw
the crosses going up. I'll even bet they thought he liked them, too.”

Curio’s eyelashes swept up and his eyes grew round. “But that’s why he’s so dan-
gerous.”

“What, because he made a bunch of thugs believe he liked them and then cru-
cified them when he had the chance?”

“Not at all, m-my dear. Don't you see? What Caesar did was worse. He didn't
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pretend to like them. He really did.”

I saw Catullus just before | left, at a little dinner I gave to introduce him to a
woman | had been spending quite a lot of time and money on. Her name was Flora,
no doubt not the name she was born with for she was one of the meretrices-an
accomplished courtesan with an interest in poetry as well as the arts of her profes-
sion. | thought Catullus would admire her since he was a man of taste, but he was-
n't very impressed. Desperate at one point for conversation, | told him Curio’s lit-
tle story.

“Think how brave Caesar must be,” | said. “You wouldn’t guess it to look at
him, | mean he seems so elegant and so...” | waved my hand because | couldn’t
think of another world to describe him. “I mean he did just what he said he would
with those men. He didn’t let anything stand in his way. And he didn’t allow him-
self to be afraid, or to be deterred by any other feeling-not pity or anger or anything.
I think it’s really an amazing story.”

Catullus shuddered. “I think it’s a very sad one.”

“Why?”

But he only shook his head. “That’s not courage. It’s inhuman coldness.”

“Well, call it what you like, it's very unusual,” | said angrily, and on that note
we parted. The next day | sailed for North Africa.
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VI

he square of sunlight has moved again; part of my paper shines in it now.
I Against the scarred wood it makes a brilliant edge, a division, light from
dark, the present from the past.

LAST REPORT OF MARCUS CAELIUS RUFUS
PRAETOR PERIGRINUS OF ROME...

My report. For whom?

Out in the town under the porticos and in the dusty little Forum, my men are
cooking the noon meal. Before each eight-man mess the braziers are set out, bred
is baking, those who can afford meat or who have taken the trouble to secure it in
some other way are turning the pieces on the grills. For myself the town council has
sent in something: do they imagine | would be fool enough to eat food from their
hands? | gave it to the servants, who were glad enough of it: it was a whole poached
mullet, | think, and a roasted chicken and some other things-Thurii’s rather pathet-
ic best. For myself | have asked for a plate of beans and a jug of wine. They will be
bringing it up from my officers’ tent soon.

The fat little chief magistrate carried Thurii’s offering to me in his own hands,
sweating copiously in the morning heat, which did not make the lunch any more
appetizing, let me tell you. His jowls were already blue, though he must have been
shaved before we arrived. The scent of aromatic herbs came from him, the sort you
would find in Rome, though not in the best houses. His toga, somewhat hastily
draped, flaps over his little round belly; his legs are short and fat, like an overgrown
baby’s. He has small, anxious, rather intelligent brown eyes, like plums. They are
too soft in his puffy face.

He is the sort of man who is perfect for his job-he can manage the grain ware-
house and the harbor master, he can cope with the publicly owned slaves and keep
the prostitutes and the municipal market honest, the baths clean, the festivals rit-
ually correct, but three hundred soldiers occupying his town on a late summer
morning is more than he bargained for. He twists his hands and moans, and annoys
the one man in the world he has to please...

“Praetor, what is happening? | mean, our town...we...we have a right to know.
If you're going to...You took hostages, you see, and ...Oh, praetor, what is going on?”

“Magistrate, | don’t have time to explain the civil war to you.”
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“Well, we know about that. We’ve heard of Caesar and Pompey.”

“Oh, you have, have you?” | have to try not to laugh. The whole world has
heard of them, | should think.

“Oh, yes. We're no backwater here. Thurii is very up-to-date. We hear all the
latest news.” He stands straighter now, and beams at me. Only his little eyes shift
anxiously as he says, dropping his voice, “Praetor, which side are you on? I mean...”

“What exactly do you want to know?” | am striving for patience, but it is begin-
ning to elude me.

“Oh, praetor, everything. Whatever you want to tell me.”

“You tell me. What do you already know?”

He looks around the room for a chair, but there is only mine, and though | am
standing by the window, | do not invite him to sit in it. | remain leaning against
the sill, my legs crossed at the ankle, watching him. He amuses me; he keeps the
silence at bay.

“Well.” He puts his hands behind his back and takes up an orator’s stance, as if
he were going to recite a speech. “Pompey and Caesar. Two very great men, very
great.” He is watching to see if | will react to one name or another, but | have been
trained in a harder school than a provincial town council, and, defeated in his
hope, he is forced to go on uninformed. “Well, we heard that Caesar, who felt that
his rights had been abused, had crossed into Italy from his province with an army,
and that the Senate in Rome had appointed Pompey to defend them against him.”

“That’s right.”

“Is it true?” His small bright eyes search my face. “Did the Senate really try to
refuse Caesar his rights?”

You won't catch me like that, | think. “Some people say so.”

“Yes, praetor,” he agrees unhappily. “Well, we heard that there was fighting in
Italy-"

“Practically none.”

“Really?”

“Really. Caesar took a few towns up north when he first came into Italy, but
there was little resistance. And Pompey sailed to Greece to raise more troops, while
Caesar went to Spain to fight Pompey’s friends there and avoid being cut off from
behind...” On the summer breeze the memory comes back to me, the bitter Spanish
soil, the rivers bursting from their banks, men shouting, the screams of drowning
horses, armor torchlight, trumpets. Later, mountains, bare as bronze and as cruel,
long marches, and a terrible thirst. “Yes, magistrate? You were saying?”

“I just said that we'd heard that Caesar had made a new Senate in Rome, and
a new government.”

“Just so. A new government. But of course, the old one escaped with Pompey
to Greece where they say they are still in charge.”

“Of course. Of course.” The sweat is practically pouring off him in his haste to
agree, and his mouth is moving so quickly his words come out in a gabble. “And
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the armies are all drawn up facing one another now, in Greece. Caesar is there, and
there’s going to be a battle. Oh, yes, that’s what we heard. Everything will be decid-
ed at this battle, when it comes.”

“Or nothing will.”

“Yes, praetor,” he says, but he does not really understand. Apparently he does
not realize that the battle he is talking about is long since over, with a great victo-
ry for Pompey. Though, as I have told him with scrupulous honesty, nothing is set-
tled, for Caesar has escaped, and taken his army-or what’s left of it-with him. No
one knows where he is. At least, no one | know does. Caesar’s whereabouts, the fate
of my friends and acquaintances, all are part of the silence that has fallen around
me. | have no news. But | am sure of one thing: nothing is settled, nothing at all.

“So you see,” the magistrate says earnestly, matching my candor with his own,
“I want very much to know what is happening. Praetor, why are you here? Why do
you need my town? Is it to help in the war? In that case, of course we are anxious
to do our best for the distinguished gentleman you represent-"

I have said nothing. | am waiting to hear how far this little man will go.

“Only, praetor, which one of the gentlemen is it?”

All the way.

“Praetor,” he whispers, “can’t you tell me? Which side are you on?”

| raise one eyebrow and give him the sight of my teeth. “Why, the govern-
ment’s, of course. And see that you keep it in mind. Any help you give us will be
remembered favorably by the authorities. Of course, any hindrance...”

“But...” He is nearly shouting, forgetting himself entirely. “Which govern-
ment?”

My patience is at an end. “Good morning magistrate,” | say, indicating the door
with a nod.

“Praetor, I'm going, I'm sorry to trespass on your time. | know you're busy. But,
don’t you see? My town. I'm responsible... Praetor, couldn’t you just say, which gov-
ernment?”

“Why, | didn’t know that was worrying you, magistrate. Certainly | can say. The
legal one. Of course.”

Defeated, he bows his way out, closing the door on my laughter.

The legal one. Only the outcome of the war will determine which that is. That
is what a civil war is about. Of course.

I have had another interruption-the first scout. They showed him into my from
practically on the heels of the little magistrate. He is a different horse altogether,
brisk and to the point.

“Praetor, | have seen the cavalry again. They are certainly from Spain, and just
as certainly Caesar’s. Their strength is nearly four hundred men. | got this figure
from one of the auxiliaries who is marching with them. He thought | was a centu-
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rion with the main body and he gave me the figure. It is, in my judgment, almost
certainly accurate.”

“I see. They are coming this way?”

“Yes.”

“And they will get here when?”

“If nothing delays them, by first light tomorrow.” He does not know for sure if
he is telling me good news or bad, but he too is peering at me through the glowing
shadows of my room.

“What might delay them?” | ask.

He shrugs. Of course. What could delay a full wing of cavalry on the march?
“They seem in control of the region. | don’t see any opposition...”

“No. What were they doing when you saw them last?”

“Praetor,” he says, coming to attention and looking at me squarely. “They were
singing.”
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VII

LAST REPORT OF MARCUS CAELIUS RUFUS
PRAETOR PEREGRINUS OF ROME...

It wasn't the end of the world out in North Africa, but only because ships came
occasionally with letters from Rome. There was no one to talk to-the praetor | trav-
elled with was far too self-important to gossip with a young assistant, and provin-
cial society, such as it is out there, was entirely occupied with local matters. They
might never have heard of Rome at all.

My interest in the municipal elections or the marriage of the town headman’s
daughter being limited, | waited eagerly for news of the city. Cicero wrote once in
a while, Curio rather more often. Catullus’ friend Calvus sent a note to say that he
was concerned, because Catullus’ love affair with Clodius’ sister, Clodia Metelli,
appeared to be over. It seemed she had found other young men to interest her.
“What did he expect?” | wrote back. “She has money, power, connections. She
doesn’t need a poor boy from Gaul who hasn’t even made the beginnings of a career
for himself in Rome.”

I might have been writing that about myself, for out in the dust of North Africa
I had begun to fear that | would never succeed in politics, never hold office or win
glory on a battlefield. or see my name carved into stone in the temples as one of the
consuls for the year. Here, in this little town, | would remain, forgotten by every-
one. | did not like to think whose fault it was. The gods punish such thoughts.
Once, long ago, someone had said that to me, | couldn’t remember who...

In that time | was troubled by nightmares-1 don't know why. In them, my
father-it was always my father-died in bizarre and humiliating ways, while |
watched, paralyzed with horror, or tried to save him but failed. From these dreams
I woke, panting and dry-eyed. | felt so ill, though I did not know why, that I even
went to see a priest of Asclepius. All he could do was give me a drink to take at
bedtime, but it left me so heavy the next morning that I threw it away.

So | accepted my affliction and lay awake at night, listening to the dry rattle of
the wind scraping the palm tree outside my window, hearing the jackals call over
anonymous remains out in the desert.

A strange little echo of this trouble came to me in a letter from Curio which |
received about this time.
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DOCUMENT APPENDED

“l heard from a friend of mine in his escort that Caesar is doing very well in
Spain. he’s been putting down rebellious tribes and setting the government in the
pacified areas on a rational basis. Still, there are some curious tales going
around, my dear, that you’ll want to hear, since you take such an interest in
Caesar.

“For instance, my friend says, that on their way to Spain when they were
riding through a little village in the Alps-you know the kind of place | mean; they
keep the pigs in the square, and the only running water is the melting snow in
the street-well, my friend said to Caesar, ‘Can you believe that even in this
place there are ambitions and jealousies and struggles for power among the
important men, just as if they were all in Rome?” My friend was laughing, but
Caesar gave him a peculiar look-have you ever noticed, he has very unusual
eyes-and said, ‘I’d rather be the first man here than the second in Rome.” He
meant it, too.

“Another time, in Spain, Caesar was sitting in his tent after supper read-
ing the life of Alexander the Great when of all things he suddenly burst into
tears. My dear, imagine the consternation. The general wailing, the servants
running around with hot towels and cups of wine, and | don’t know what. His
staff was thunderstruck. “Well, don’t you think it’s worth crying over?” Caesar
asked them. ‘At my age Alexander had killed so many people, and | have done
nothing important at all.” At his age, Alexander was dead, my dear, but don’t
let that spoil the story. Perhaps history isn’t Caesar’s strongest point.”

I laughed and put this letter aside, but from that moment the vivid dreams
stopped, the wind ceased to trouble me, and the jackal howled over someone else’s
bones.

Cicero, too, wrote about Caesar. “He’s doing very well-surprisingly so if he
were at all the man he seemed to be. You will know what | mean, I'm sure. A life
on campaign is nothing like the life he led in Rome. but Caesar seems to have
adapted very well. They say he drives himself physically very hard, and his men
respect him for it. And he’s having some success as a general-an unexpected tal-
ent, wouldn’t you say?”

And another time: “I could never see what Caesar wanted this command for,
unless it was to challenge Pompey by an equal accumulation of power. Now that
Caesar is back in Italy, with the Spanish war successfully concluded, he’s demand-
ing a triumph, which he may get. It was a popular victory. With that and the loyal
army behind him, he may be in a position to rival the Great Man after all.” Cicero
always called Pompey “The Great Man” though it was only half a joke.

“I don't like it,” he added later, “The situation seems to me to be dangerous.”
He did not elaborate. Still it was a typical Ciceronian comment, and for a moment
I saw him at his desk, his fingers massaging his nose, his eyes closed and his heavy
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shoulders slumped with weariness. It reminded me of the city, the lights winking on
the darkened hills, the golden river flowing under the sky. I groaned aloud with
loneliness and put this letter aside too.

Cicero wrote again, a month or so later:

DOCUMENT APPENDED

“l was not the only one to dislike Caesar’s ambition, or let us say to distrust it,
it seems. He has petitioned the Senate to let him run for the consulship in absen-
tia, because if he came into the city to campaign he would forfeit his right to a
triumph. The Senate refused, saying that campaigning in absentia is unconsti-
tutional. which in my view is unfortunately correct. So Caesar will have to
choose: the triumph or the consulship. Just in case he chooses the consulship, the
Senate has already assigned the provinces the next-year’s consuls will govern
when their term of office at home expires. Whoever is elected will have ‘the
forests and cattle paths’-an assignment hardly requiring a consul at all. Indeed
a junior magistrate like an aedile could handle it perfectly well, if they were ever
assigned duties outside of Rome.

“Still, it is traditionally a proconsular assignment, and it’s perfectly legal to
give it to next year’s consul, if the Senate wants to. No doubt Caesar was hop-
ing for something more attractive: a rich and lootable place like Syria, for exam-
ple, or a troubled one like Gaul, where he could win more victories and com-
mand an even larger and more devoted army. No, this move on the Senate’s
part is designed to make the consulship less attractive than the triumph, that’s
all.

“Well, we shall see which one Caesar picks. I’'m betting on the triumph
myself. It offers more certainty, and Caesar is no fool. He knows that without
the Senate’s favor very little can be accomplished. And the Senate has certain-
ly made its opinion plain.

“But enough of this. | hope things are going well with you... Terentia and
the children send their love...”

A few days later he wrote me the outcome, though | had to wait for the next
ship to find out what it was. Caesar had chosen the consulship, in spite of its dis-
advantages; he was campaigning very actively. | wrote to Cicero that it had been
my guess, which was true. “Caesar strikes me as very intelligent, in spite of what he
pretends,” | said. “I think he will always prefer the reality of power to its appear-
ance.” Perhaps | was beginning to understand something out there all alone in the
wilderness. | certainly had plenty of time to think.

At the elections in July, Caesar was returned as consul, along with a very rigid
conservative named Bibulus. Curio wrote and told me about it:
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My dear, the amount of money Caesar spent. The Senate, as nervous as my
auntie Scribonia, went around saying that if Caesar was elected without a
strong conservative colleague, he’d be impossible to restrain, so they all got
together and agreed to put up Marcus Bibulus as their candidate, pooling their
money to back him. My dear, it was like the scramble to back the favorite at the
chariot race. I’'m not partial to Caesar, you know, but this was-it was unseem-
ly. Even Cato got caught up in it and actually said, in a public speech, that
bribery in a good cause is morally justified. Really, my dear, I’m not making this
up.

Not that any of this bothered Caesar. He just went on splashing his money
around. Hercules alone knows how much he spent. In addition he paid Crassus
back everything he owed him-twenty-five million sesterces. | wonder if he left
those poor Spaniards with a rag to their backs or a crust to their tables. But they
seem absolutely to adore him, so perhaps there’s more to this provincial admin-
istration business than meets the eye. Have you left anything behind for the rest
of us in North Africa? You must be doing splendidly out there yourself. Come
home soon and tell us all about it.

I had not done so badly; | had applied myself and made some contacts and some
money. My chests were packed with cash, and the few good things | managed to
find in the shops. | thought vaguely that they would go to furnish an apartment or
a little house, if my father could be persuaded to put up the rent. I did not think
this very likely, but | resolved to try. Every night | passed the crates and boxes
stacked in the atrium waiting to go. My longing for the city revived with all its orig-
inal force; my nights were as bad as my first ones in the colony. But | felt different.
I was older and more mature. Something had changed for me in North Africa,
though I couldn’t have said what.

I arrived in Italy at the end of October and spent some time with my parents
in the country, a duty visit. It shocked me to see how old they had become. My
mother had lines around her eyes and mouth and a rather shorter temper with the
maids than | remembered; what there was of my father’s hair was now entirely gray,
and he had grown a beard, which made him look like one of our ancestors.

He nodded rather abstractedly over the account-books from the North African
farms and businesses, but he said nothing at all. | had expected criticism, and so was
not surprised at this grim silence, though | was disappointed. | had done, | thought,
rather well. The farms were much improved: yields had increased and expenses
were down. The businesses were all showing healthy profits, some of them for the
first time.

In addition | had a letter from my propraetor Quintus Rufus, which | handed
to my father with the seal unbroken. This was not quite as virtuous as it sounds, for
Rufus had told me he was writing that he had found me a very satisfactory assistant.

Still, my father might have said something. It made me angry all over again, in
spite of my resolutions not to allow myself to be drawn into my old rage. | waited
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in silence, however, clenching my fists as if | were clutching at my self-respect, but
my father merely hummed a little to himself and stared off into space.

So, thinking I had nothing to lose, | raised the question of an apartment. To
my astonishment, he agreed, even allowing me some money toward the furnishings.
“Get a good address,” he said, with all his usual disdain for my projects. “You’ll need
it.”

“Why is that?” | asked, incautiously, knowing I was asking for a flight of barbed
comments on my life and my habits.

“In the first place, the value of the lease will appreciate. And in the second, if
you're going to make a career in public life you'll need to be visible, and accessible
to your clients.”

| think my jaw must have dropped. Hadn’t he destined me for a clerk’s life,
practically a servant’s, in his offices and warehouses? Why had he wasted my time
for a year in Africa if he hadn't? He had as much as told me he didn’t think me wor-
thy of a slave’s position. “Am | going to have a career in politics?” | asked, biting
off my words sharply to keep my fury from bursting through.

“I thought you wanted one.”

I could not trust myself to speak. “Well,” he said, “it’s what | always wanted for
you. Why do you think I spent so much money on your education? And had to call
in so many favors? Cicero and Crassus don’t take just anyone for pupils, you know.
I've been working for your career for years.” He gave me a look | had not seen
before. | only realized later it had been intended for a smile.

| paid my calls in the city when I arrived there: the obligatory one on Crassus
who embraced me briskly and gave me a small stack of legal matters to attend to
for him; on Cicero, who was working, as he had been when I left, on a bill in the
Senate to get a grant of land as a reward for Pompey’s veteran soldiers. Though he
was genuinely glad to see me he scarcely had time to talk. He was very grateful for
my offer of assistance.

Next | sent a note to Catullus and invited him to call. He was absorbed in his
love affair with Clodia-now apparently hot again-and not much interested in my
plans. His poetry had become famous and was recited all over the city. In the
Argiletum, the street that runs behind the Forum, the booksellers painted their
doorways with advertising for copies of his lyrics. Well, they were very good, any-
one could see that.

DOCUMENT APPENDED

Mourn, O Venuses and Cupids
and all who love what’s beautiful
my girl’s sparrow is dead

my girl’s delight is dead

which she loved more than her eyes.



Book One - 83

He was as sweet as honeycake

and knew her as well as a girl knows her mother.
He never left her lap

but hopped around how here, now there,
chirping all the time to greet his mistress.
Now he goes along the dark way

from which they say no one returns.

O curse you, you vile shades of Hell
that devour all beautiful things-

Now you’ve taken a pretty little bird.

O cruel, o poor little sparrow

Because of you my girl’s sweet eyes

are red and burn with tears.

Catullus himself still had his old air, slightly shabby and slightly tough, but his
battered face was twisted with anxiety. He talked for two hours about Clodia
Metelli, and only remembered to ask about North Africa when | was already show-
ing him out the door.

| went to see the rest of the crowd, too. They were busy with their various pur-
suits-not very different from the ones they had been after before I left. Antony,
grown if anything handsomer, was as wild as a lion on a mountainside. Publius
Crassus was preparing a speech for his father against his father’s old enemy Pompey
the Great; Calvus had become quite the budding young orator; Dolabella, one of
our gang from Crassus’ lectures, looking aged, turned out to be worried about a mar-
riage his father was arranging. He was afraid he would have to accede to it to pay
his debts. Even Curio, though he invited me to dinner and listened very politely to
my stories about North Africa, was really more interested in what had been going
on at home.

Finally I called on Julius Caesar. This was not as bold as it may seem, for on my
return from the colonies I had found a message from him asking me to do that very
thing as soon as | got back to the city. With the message was a present-a handsome
trophy of spears and shields from Spain, carved with the sinuous almost fluid ani-
mals of the Celtic tribes. Obscurely flattered by this gift | set the trophy aside, plan-
ning to hang it in my new place when I got one.

Caesar received me in his official residence in the Forum, for in addition to his
election as consul he was still Pontifex Maximus. He had a beautiful office, with
cubbyholes for books built nearly to the height of my chest, and dark gold walls
above. His library must have been a good one, for | could see the leather-bound
rolls neatly stacked with their pretty scarlet tags hanging down, showing the titles
stamped in gilt. He had two or three secretaries, to all of whom he dictated at once,
and a number of clerks copying letters or tallying accounts, but these he sent out of
the room when I arrived.

“Well, Caelius. Tell me about North Africa.”
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| told him what | could, and rather more than | imagined | would, for he asked
me questions, his eyes glinting with interest. His thin mouth curled as if he were
tasting what | said. It gave him pleasure, too, though I couldn’t see why exactly. |
found myself relating things | had scarcely noticed that I knew: matters of local
political and social life as well as of business and agriculture. He was even interest-
ed enough to inquire about philosophy and art.

“It might be useful some time,” he said. His eyebrow rose, and he laughed. “You
never know.”

“You don’t, do you?” I smiled back, thoroughly at ease.

“And what are your plans now?”

| looked around his beautiful room. “I want to get started.”

“And what do you have in mind to do?”

“Anything,” | said.

I saw him nod, a tiny movement as if for himself alone, and his brilliant dark
eyes rested on me, weighing me. “I see.” His grin flicked again, quick as a knife.
“You've changed, Caelius.”

“Africa’s a good place to think. There isn’t anything else to do there.”

I was entertaining him. He was smiling. “I know. So is Spain. Well, we ought
to be able to find something-for a man who is willing to do anything.”

“Thank you.”

“I usually have something to eat around now. Would you care to join me?” |
remembered the dinner he had given to celebrate his assignment in Spain-the most
extravagant and at the same time the most refined and elegant meal | had ever
eaten. “I'd be delighted,” | said with considerable enthusiasm.

But his lunch was only bread and cheese, and some very weak wine. | looked
at him in surprise when it was set before me, waiting for the rest of it to appear, but
Caesar was already eating. It was obvious that there was to be nothing more.

As he ate he read me a petition he had received-he wanted my opinion. | ate
my own meal, wondering at the contrast. His austerity impressed me, but I could
not understand it. It was not Roman, somehow. If | had owned such a cook, | would
not have been so Persian as to use him for a banquet for half the city, nor so Spartan
as to ignore him when | was alone.
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VIII

house he owned on the Palatine Hill. He wanted thirty thousand for it, which

I borrowed from Crassus. It was certainly expensive, but nobody could deny
that it was convenient to the Forum. It was the best address in the city. Cicero lived
down the street, as id Clodius himself; his sister Clodia, Catullus’ mistress and the
wife of the outgoing consul Metellus, was next door. Crassus had built a mansion
in the same street. It was the first building in Rome constructed entirely of marble.
Pompey the Great lived nearby, and Curio shared a bachelor establishment with his
father at the other end. Even my father was pleased, though he blinked when he
heard the price. | thought he was going to shout at me, but he swallowed his anger,
if that was what it was, and agreed to reimburse Crassus for the rent.

So | distributed my purchase from North Africa around the house, | hired a
cook in the Forum and brought in some slaves, | hung up the Spanish trophy, and
considered myself moved in. Very soon clients began to show up in the mornings,
people my father had sent from our farms and businesses, or tenants of the build-
ings he was beginning to buy in Rome.

I went to call on Crassus yet again and got some more work from him; Cicero
sent me out to the country with a letter of introduction to Pompey the Great. |
waited in his house among the hundreds of petitioners until at last | was shown in
to him. He wasted about the time it takes to swallow twice on me and my letter,
but he gave me some jobs to do for him too. Most of the time | spent trying not to
stare at him, for although | had been hearing about his greatness since my child-
hood | had never been this close to him before. It was like standing in front of
Achilles or Alexander.

Pompey was a big man, handsome in a florid way, with a flat face and heavily
lidded eyes, which he seldom opened all the way. When he did, the effect was star-
tling. His gaze was bright blue and very blank, like a statue’s. He had the tradition-
al Roman dignity of manner. Combined with the stare and with a certain sense of
his own importance that emanated from him, he seemed less like a man than like
a monument to himself.

I heard that Publius Clodius had a flat to let: the ground floor and garden of a

I don’t know if you understand the kind of jobs I was given in those days. They
were typical of a young lawyer’s when he’s just starting out. |1 don’t mean to com-
plain-nobody ever humiliated me over them, or not deliberately-but they were
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pretty grubby all the same. Basically, | did errands; there’s no way to get around
that. I did whatever no one else wanted to do. | interviewed clients and took dep-
ositions, | went to meetings, | tried cases so insignificant they might have been dis-
putes between two flies. One | remember dealt with a quarrel between shopkeepers
over an intrusive sign, another over an accusation of theft of a hundred sesterces
worth of goods. My biggest case concerned an inheritance worth about three thou-
sand. And so on. But those jobs obliged great men, whose constituents these little
people were, and it put the great under an obligation to me. You never know when
that will come in useful.

| did political favors, too. More than once | carried money to one or another
poor plebeian in the depths of the city. “This is a gift from Crassus, who thanks you
for your support,” | would say. Or from Pompey or Clodius or Caesar. It didn’t mat-
ter to me, and | don’t think it mattered much to them. They got the help they
needed and | got a reputation as a useful young man, who could be relied upon to
do anything to get ahead.

From these encounters | sometimes took back information to my patron.
Sometimes it was of a kind it is degrading even to know, let alone repeat. Once in
a while 1 was sure | was paying for other than the normal services-intimidation, for
instance, or extortion. It was a revelation to me that almost everyone did these
things. In view of that, was | going to let squeamishness get in my way?

| also got an extension of my education in other ways. In those months | dis-
covered a part of Rome | had never seen before. When 1 think of it now | am struck
by that, for it was by far the largest part of the city. Yet it had been until then near-
ly invisible to me.

This was the city of apartment houses and small shops, of casual labor employed
by the day in brick yards and smelters and at the Tiber docks. It was inhabited by
actors and musicians, caterers and cooks who hire themselves out for dinner par-
ties, by bakers and weavers and leather workers, armorers and greengrocers and
vendors of fish, baskets, or yard goods. Retired legionaries live there and new
recruits not yet sent to join their units. So do construction workers, and night
watchmen, and hired bodyguards.

They live as | say, anonymous and invisible lives, crowded with their families
five or ten to a room in crumbling tenements in the deepest parts of the city. They
go to the baths and games and the political debates; they wait on their patrons in
the great houses when they need help and contribute their few extra coins to their
trade associations, their temple sodality, and their burial association.

Yet they are citizens, freeborn Romans like you or me, though in many cases
they are poorer than slaves, and live much worse. Many would not survive at all if
it weren’t for the grain and cooking oil the city distributes to them at reduced
prices, and for the fact that they have one thing the rich will buy: their vote. At
elections they lose their invisibility; then even the blindest politician can see them.

They turn out by the thousands in their tribes to cast their ballots into the urns
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as faithfully as they know how, for whoever has helped them in their desperation.
It takes all day for them to pass through the Forum, and you can hear the heavy
tread of their feet on the gangways for hours after they have left.

They are the vast unconsidered force in the city. They fight the wars, they elect
the officials, they manufacture what we use, and sell what we buy. They do not
know their power; even now they are scarcely aware of what they could do. But in
the time that | spent among them, they were beginning to get an idea.

It was not the plebeians who understood that they were powerful, exactly. It
was the most patrician of the aristocrats who saw it first: Gaius Julius Caesar and
Publius Clodius Pulcher. I mean, of course, everybody does something for the poor-
ever since the days of the Gracchi in my great-grandfather’s time that has been the
sign of intelligence in a politician. Crassus, never a dull-witted man, was very gen-
erous, and Pompey was fond of showing himself at large meetings and haranguing
his supporters in the old-fashioned style.

They liked to listen, too-1 suppose amusements are short among the poor. |
remember one speech of Pompey’s that had to be held in the Circus Flaminius
because so many people wanted to come. Cicero was popular too. He never had the
wealth of the others, but he had a fine and dramatic reputation as the defender of
the Republic during his consulship and of the rights of individuals in the courts, so
he could always draw an enthusiastic crowd. That was all traditional. But Caesar
and Clodius were different.

At first | couldn’t see how. They did not seem to be doing anything that pow-
erful aristocrats in public life have not done before. They made the speeches, they
visited the neighborhoods, the kept their own doors open ever morning to hear the
complaints and petitions, and they sent people like me around to the slums to help
out where we could. But gradually it dawned on me. These two, independently |
think, had arrived at a new idea. They were organizing the process.

When | took money from Crassus for example, | went to the Porta Capena or
the Subura or some other district and | called on all the people that Crassus had
told me to see, climbing the stairs to the miserable, stinking flats, or hunting up the
men in the bars or on the street corners. But when I took money to Caesar’s clients
or Clodius’ | went directly to the workmen’s association or the temple and saw a
man there, who distributed all my commissions for me, like a centurion in the army.
Like a centurion, he probably took a cut for himself. Why not? The new system was
very efficient.

It was expensive though. Both Caesar and Clodius spent money at rates | had
a hard time bringing myself to believe. Clodius did it, | think, because although he
was a drunk and a wild man and a sullen, undergrown bully, he genuinely liked
these poverty-hardened creatures, and in some way felt himself to be one of them.
Caesar-well, Caesar was a different case. Why should he cultivate the poor? He had
already been elected to the consulship; indeed his term was about to start. Beyond
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that there is very little for anyone to aspire to, and nothing that is in the gift of the
mass of voters.

Yet Caesar was everywhere. If | had thought before | went to North Africa that
he inhabited the city as a dryad her woods, now he was like rain among the leaves:
constant, unavoidable, not unpleasant but noticeable, and finally taken for grant-
ed.

I would see him coming down some squalid street in his chair carried by the
handsomest porters in the city, waving his hand at the crowds that never failed to
gather. His gesture, | had to admit, was a little limp, but no one ever seemed to
think the worse of him for that, and the people yelled his name enthusiastically as
he passed. Or | would catch him at the end of a speech-perhaps a very informal one
from the steps of a temple that happened to be handy. There too the crowds were
thick. Caesar’s eloquence was in its way as fine as Cicero’s and getting to be well
known. His style was simple, straightforward and plain.

| saw him everywhere, stopping at a bar for a drink, pressing people’s hands at
a street festival, coming out of tenements or going into the public baths; not infre-
quently he stood over my shoulder while I gave out his money, greeting his clients
and calling every one of them by name. Why? All | could think of was Curio’s
voice, “M-my dear, just on the off-chance, don't you see?” and Caesar’s own, “It
might come in useful some time. But | wondered if it were more than that. | won-
dered if he had some sort of plan, though I couldn’t imagine what it could be.

Once in a while I saw him with Clodius, but I could not tell if their meetings
were accidental. In the great houses up on the hills-up on the surface, | nearly
wrote-they were sometimes at the same dinner parties. Their aristocratic connec-
tions made that inevitable, though the scandal about Caesar’s wife made some host-
esses chary of inviting them both at the same time. Down among the poor they
were both popular, and | suppose they might have run into one another once in a
while by accident. There are ways in which Rome, mighty as it is, is as small as a
village after all.

Just before he took office, in the dark days of late December, Caesar gave a
party for the Saturnalia. |1 went, along with what must have been half the city.
Though the winter day was rapidly closing in there were still crowds in every street.
Amid laughter and shouting | heard music. Long lines of dancers were threading
their way over the rutted stones, their arms on one another’s shoulders. You could
not tell slave from free man, for all wore the soft cap that is traditional for the hol-
iday; it flopped up and down as they moved.

Down in the Forum tables had been set out before the Temple of Saturn. The
remains of a great sacrifice to the god-whose holiday it is-were turning on the spits.
Free men and slaves alike reclined on the couches, eating and drinking while the
musicians played and acrobats and mimes entertained the crowd. Near one table, |
saw a dancing bear; at another an actor recited passages from a comedy. On the
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steps of the temple there was a game of dice in progress. A magistrate walked by
and did not even give it a second glance. | walked on under a sky all smoke and
embers, like the sacrifice, arriving at last in the first true darkness at the door of
Caesar’s house.

It was the Saturnalia, when all the rules are suspended and the world is turned
upside down. Caesar answered the door himself.

“Caelius. Come in.” The noise of the party flowed out around him into to the
entryway. He looked magnificent, dressed in his best. Well, the Saturnalia is a joy-
ous holiday, it is good to dress up for it. Caesar wore a tunic of fine heavy wool dyed
an icy green and embroidered with gold. He did not of course have on the toga.
That is not for the Saturnalia. On his head he wore the traditional floppy Phrygian
cap, but he had added a wreath of holly to it. Brilliant red berries winked among
the dark leaves and his hair shone under it as gold as the embroidery of his clothes.
I thrust the package of wax candles that are the usual gift for the season at him.

“Thank you.” He gave me his thin, mocking smile. “Come and join the party.
It’s in here.” He put his hand on my shoulder to guide me. Like all his gestures it
was warm, friendly, steady. | felt the outline of his palm and five outstretched fin-
gers all the rest of the evening whenever there was a lull or the wine ran low. It
made me smile. He was so easy, so pleasant. More than a patron, he made me
believe he was my friend.

It was an enormous party, as Caesar’s tended to be. | don’t know why: he liked
to show his friends off to one another perhaps, or he thought it enhanced his pres-
tige if they saw how many he had. In every room there were crowds of people;
among the holiday garlands and the tiny points of flame from the candles, they
murmured and joked talked and laughed with each other or with the servants as if
it didn't matter at all. No one minded. | saw one dignified old senator burst out
laughing when a kitchen boy called him “an old trout.” | wanted to laugh myself-
it was very apt, for the man’s mouth opened and closed and his eyes goggled exact-
ly like a fish’s, but even in the Saturnalia I could not take the same liberties a slave
can allow himself, and I held my tongue.

In one room | ran into Catullus, talking to his friend Calvus. “What are you
doing here?” I cried. “I thought you didn’t like Caesar.”

He tilted his head toward the wall, where under a mural of Perseus and
Andromeda, Publius Crassus was getting very drunk with Antony. A moment later
Crassus’ father appeared, lean and hollow as a blasted tree. “Oh-oh, here comes
Medusa,” | said, but he did not freeze us with his melancholy eye. Instead he actu-
ally smiled.

At that moment a crowd of about ten young aristocrats had swept through the
room, shouting at the tops of their voices: the whole group from Crassus’ lectures.
On one foot | hesitated, not liking to leave abruptly. But Calvus and Catullus had
fallen into a very technical argument about the origins of the holiday; they did not
even look up when | went to find the others.
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Everyone was there, except Curio and his father, of course. | looked everywhere
for him, but I knew all along he wouldn’t have come. Some animosities are too
deep even for a festival to heal. | don’t know the reason for it-the Curios were sup-
porters of Sulla, and of Clodius, but there is more to it than that. Some offense
given or taken-who knows? But the resentment was of long standing, and they
would not have come.

I missed Curio. | wandered around a little at a loss, for everyone else seemed to
be busy. At one point | saw Cicero talking to a Spanish financier. | leaned against
a pillar and watched. Presently Caesar came up. He and the Spaniard spoke
earnestly to Cicero, trying to persuade him of something-or to something. Caesar
was bending all his silvery charm on him, cajoling, touching his arm, looking into
his eyes. His body was shaped into a curve of desire, leaning toward what he want-
ed so urgently, but held back by his usually disguised discipline and self-restraint.
The Spaniard moved his arms in the air and showed his white teeth, Cicero
protested loudly that history would not think well of him if he compromised his
principles...How? Who knows? I laughed and moved away. It was as good as a
mime.

A long time later, there was the dinner. | lay on the couch next to a slave, who
also reclined, like a free man. He was the librarian of Caesar’s household, an eru-
dite fellow with a passion for Greek philosophy. He told me several interesting facts
about lions. Did you know that the North African kind have claws in their tails?
Neither did I. But it seems it’s true: the philosophers say so. At least some of them
do-

Down in front a fellow was beating on a pot bellowing, “Let’s everybody get
into the spirit of the holiday and HAVE A GOOD TIME.” He looked like a cook
with his fat belly and his face shining with good humor. He was beating on a cop-
per basin, trying to call the room to order, but the servants were all shouting. In the
back a huge voice called out for quiet. It was Pompey the Great, beaming like a new
bronze shield in the sunlight. A large, sleepy smile curved over his face as he lay
down again in the now much subdued room. Well, | thought, it's a step up for
Caesar to have gotten The Great Man to come.

The servants were calling down in front for a king. “We must have a king for
the festival.” And of course they must, it’s the tradition. The servants chose one in
our house in Interamnia, and we do nothing that has not been done for several
hundred years.

Here there were more of them, and they were conferring among themselves, for
it is their right to choose. In our house they always took the gardener’s assistant, not
exactly a clever man, but very sweet-natured. Here | thought it might be the cook,
who was obviously some kind of natural leader. In fact he was hammering on his
pot again. Over the din he shouted, “It is the tradition for the servants to choose a
king from among themselves, but tonight our choice rests on one of our masters. A
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distinguished man, a man worthy of every honor-" | craned my neck and saw
Pompey smile in secret satisfaction, all by himself on his couch.

“So will you please welcome the Deputy for the Ruler of the Underworld, the
King of the Saturnalia, the Lord of Misrule...” A flourish on the copper basin.
“Gaius Julius Caesar.”

I didn’t see Pompey’s face again, for from the couch beside him, Caesar was ris-
ing, graceful as a willow. “Well, friends,” he said, “I'm very honored by your choice.
Now let’s see if | can pay you back.”

From that moment the party got wilder. He made the guests wait on the ser-
vants during dinner, he ordered that the wine be stronger, and he gave out funny
assignments and penalties to the people between the courses as a kind of enter-
tainment. Crassus had to give everyone in the room a silver denarius, but better
than that was the way his face grew longer when he heard the news; He made
Pompey, “who like Atlas carries the conquered world on his shoulders,” carry a flute
girl around the room while she pounded on his sides as if she were driving a reluc-
tant horse. | thought Pompey was not entirely displeased, for the girl was pretty, and
even Crassus could not have thought that a hundred or so denarii could mean
much.

All the time the wine and the music flowed; we got drunker and drunker, the
decrees got rougher. People were beginning to get up and move around. A table
overturned with a crash. Up in front, Caesar, a brilliant spot of pale cool green,
gave a great shout of laughter and plunged into the crowd.

I did not see him again until very late. The party had disintegrated into chaos.
In the atrium not only tables were overturned now, but couches as well. On the
ones that remained couples were getting very close to one another: men with men,
men with women, groups all together. In one corner where it was very dark a clus-
ter of very conservative senators had cornered a huge silver tray of sweetmeats and
were sitting over it discussing politics with all the gravity and decorum they would
have shown in the Forum, except that they had taken off all their clothes. Cicero
was not among them. He disliked wild parties and had probably gone home.

In the kitchen there was a food fight, in the bedrooms unidentifiable noises,
and shouts to join in or go away. Out in the garden there were people lying under
the bushes, passed out or otherwise, | couldn’t tell and didn’t look too closely. A
line of dancers tripped among their feet. There was no music, but the dancers did
not seem aware of this.

| stepped around them, ducking out of their way behind a topiary hedge. A
man’s body bumped mine, Caesar’s voice spoke in my ear. “Ah, there you are
Caelius.” His hand gripped my arm, making a warm spot in the darkness. “Come
here. | want a witness. | think you can be discreet.” | heard him move off. As best
I could I followed, arriving at an arbor in the back of the garden. There between
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the leaves | saw Caesar’s pale, cold face leaning forward over a small lamp on a
stone table. As | watched he blew it out, and | heard his voice say lightly, “That’s
better isn’t it? We don’t want the whole world to know our business.”

But | knew it. | had seen in the last golden shine of the flame who his com-
panions in the darkness were. Pompey and Crassus. It struck me as interesting. | was
not too drunk to remember that Pompey and Crassus were as close to enemies as
politicians ever allow themselves to be, and that Caesar had never been a particu-
larly warm friend of The Great Man, nor on the sort of terms with Crassus that
would lead you to expect a conference. Yet here they were, heads bent together in
the darkness, talking quietly among themselves as if they had been friends since
childhood. It was not a conference, but a conspiracy.

They sat for a long time, and | listened. | have a good head for wine, and |
remember even now how Caesar spoke. He was an eloquent man, and he used all
his arts on the two men opposite him. He made promises and bargains, he reasoned
and pleaded. It was like his discussion with Cicero, only ten times more forceful. By
the time the chill of the late December night had seeped into my bones he had got-
ten them to agree.

He would use his consulship to further their aims-a grant of land for Pompey’s
veterans, to enhance his prestige and bring him the loyal support of thousands of
voters; a tax-revision for Crassus’ friends among the knights. They too would be
grateful, and Crassus needed their support. There would be military commands for
all of them. All Caesar asked in return was a real command for himself. “Forests and
cattle-routes,” he cried, and for the first time his voice slipped out of control and |
saw how angry he was. Or perhaps he wanted them to see it; no man has ever cal-
culated his effects the way Caesar did. Like a great actor, he could seem to be any-
thing he wished.

Pompey and Crassus nodded solemnly and agreed. Caesar did not even smile.
The starlight fell on his face, carving the planes into wedges of light and dimness.
No flicker of expression crossed his features,

He had brought wine and food to seal the bargain. As he was giving them out,
he made a little motion, and | knew he had dismissed me. | faded off into the night
as quietly as I could.

It was dark and | was much drunker. I had wandered back into the house and
was lost in the maze of rooms off the kitchen. A girl ran past me; I reached out and
grabbed her, holding her squirming against me. “Here, pretty. What are you run-
ning away from? Don’t you like me?”

It was the flute girl Pompey had carried around the house. Her dress had come
off her shoulder and her little breasts moved under the thin cloth. There was some-
thing charming about her dishevelment, and | bent down to kiss her. It was the
Saturnalia, and she kissed me back. Well, well, well, I thought and took her under
the elbows to put her back to the wall. Her pointed breasts rose under the cloth and
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the nipples stood up. | could feel them against my chest.

“That’s right, pretty,” | whispered, sliding my tunic up over my thighs.

A hand fell on my shoulder and a voice said in my ear, “Enjoying yourself,
Caelius?”

It was Caesar. Under the shadow of his cap his mouth stretched in its narrow
grin.

“Yes. Yes, | am. A good time,” | managed to say. It was very dark in the hall-
way; | don’t think he was aware of the flute girl, though he was standing very close
to me. | smelt his clean freshness and the cool mountain scent of his perfume.

“Is everything all right? You're seeing everything, are you? Had enough to eat?
To drink?”

“Oh, yes, yes. Just fine. Thank you very much. Wonderful party.”

“I was very glad of your help. You're a good friend, Caelius.” His breath tickled
my ear.

“Glad...glad to have been of service.”

“You never know what the Saturnalia will turn up. Of course none of it counts-
it’s all just between friends, isn’t it?” The grin widened and his hand gently squeezed
the muscles of my forearm. “But | owe you a favor. I'll pay it back, too. | never for-
get my debts.” His eyes were looking into mine, holding me. | caught my breath,
and tried to think of something to say. | seemed to be having a lot of trouble. My
heart was pounding and my throat was closed. | could feel his hand. He leaned clos-
er to me, and his lips opened slightly.

The flute girl, seeing him for the first time, gave a gasp and wiggled out from
under me.

“What's that?” Caesar cried.

The girl shot him a panicked glance and tried to duck away. But he was quick-
in everything his physical conditioning showed, like a thoroughbred horse or a fine
hunting dog. | hardly saw the movement. Then he was holding her by the arm; she
was wiggling like a fish in a net and sobbing.

He held her to the light. In our encounter her dress had slipped farther and her
naked breasts stared back at him.. | suppose that made it obvious what we had been
doing. If he had looked at my own condition he would have seen that too. He
laughed, a short, bitter sound, and | thought he was going to be angry, but he threw
her in my direction, saying, “Here, catch, in a very good-natured way. “Good night,
Caelius,” he said moving off into the darkness.

“Good night,” | called after him. I thought for a moment he had sounded, I
don’t know-angry? Disappointed? But that seemed very unlikely. I never got a
chance to ask him-he was long gone when | looked up from the flute girl again.

I saw him one more time that night, standing up to throw a hand of dice in the
crowd of his guests. Someone held a burning candelabrum above his head; the holly
wreath give out dark sparks of light; his pale hair and the richer glint of his embroi-
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dery flashed like gems. He looked every bit the king of the Saturnalia, the stand-in
for the dark god.

He laughed with his head back and his throat moved. His arm, raised for the
toss, drew his body into one long line, from his gold-strapped sandals and his lean
and elegant legs, to the arch of his ribs and the whippy straightness of his arm. His
slender fingers were curled around the little cubes of bone.

He was not beautiful like Publius Clodius, whose features a god had touched at
birth in a dream of perfection, but he was as handsome as nature and the human
will can make a man. The gloss of him, the polish, the coordination: more than
once they had recalled an animal to my mind. Instead they ought of have remind-
ed me of an Olympic athlete, trained to the last moment and strung up like a bow,
ready for his race. Caesar was ready, too. You could see it as his arm swept down and
his body followed through, his back curved low over his bent knee, and he came to
rest. The new shape he made was as fine and taut as the old.

The dice made a tiny clatter on the mosaic floor. His friends murmured; Caesar
laughed aloud. He had won the toss, too.
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back. Only the heat and the quiet have invaded my room, only the past with
its voices and faces, its images and sensations, all recorded so faithfully by the
memory, all so little understood.

For at least an hour nothing has moved on the road. The scouts have not come

In a way it is not surprising that | cannot sift the truth of what I saw from what
I believed | was seeing. A deception was worked on me by a great magician. Well,
it was worked on the rest of Rome as well. When | remember him as he was then,
his lean elegance and polished suavity, his animal beauty and distinction, | see him
as | did at that moment, in the depths of the Saturnalia. The winter darkness hov-
ers just beyond the brilliant candlelight; he seems to attract some of it to him, for
the glow of his golden hair, the polish of his skin, are shadowed, deepened, made
richer and more significant by the deep forest green of the holly wreath and by his
dark, shining eyes. The King of the Saturnalia. The Lord of Misrule. Indeed.

He began quietly. At the first meeting of the Senate in the new year he made
a speech announcing that although he was committed by his heritage from the gen-
eral Marius, and by his own convictions, to serve the interests of the people of
Rome, and most especially of the plebeian class, still he saw it as his duty to do
whatever the Senate wished. His colleague in the consulship-"Elected to restrain
Caesar,” Cicero murmured to me under his breath-his colleague Bibulus, whom, he,
like everyone else in the room respected so deeply, was trying to keep their joint
administration a model of harmony and cooperation. He, Caesar, approved this
effort with all his heart. The senators on their benches before him would be sur-
prised and delighted to see how he cared for their interests.

“Well,” said Cicero coming out blinking into the sunshine afterwards, “you
couldn’t ask anything more accommodating than that, could you?” His breath went
out before him on the cold January air as if it screened his words, hiding them from
unfriendly eyes.

“You don't like him, do you?” | asked.

“Everyone likes Caesar. He’s the most charming man in Rome.”

“Oh, yes,” | said softly, but he did not hear. Or perhaps he did. He looked at me
out of the corner of his warm brown eye and his mouth bent gently in a smile.

-97-
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“l don’t trust him,” he said. “This isn’t the real Caesar.”

It certainly seemed to be. He was so careful not to offend the conservatives it
was painful to watch. In February when his co-consul Bibulus took possession of the
fasces for the month Caesar was so punctilious he made his own lictors walk behind
him. | don’t suppose any senior magistrate has bothered with this courtesy for a
hundred years. He took it upon himself, too, to post a daily notice of the proceed-
ings of the Senate in the Forum-"So that the citizens can see the care that their
senators take for them,” he announced, apparently without irony.

“He’s trying to show them that they were wrong to fear him,” Cicero said.

“Does he think they’ll change the proconsular assignments, then? | know he
wants something better than the Forests and Cattle-paths.”

He weighed this with his fine, experienced judgment. It was like watching a
jeweler examine a stone. “He is desperate,” he said at last.

“Caesar? How could he be desperate? He has everything: public office, popu-
larity, admiration...” I could not think of anything | would rather have myself.

“He owes so much money. He must owe more now than most people see in a
lifetime.” He meant rich people-he was well-off himself. “But | don’t know.
Sometimes | wonder. He has something else in mind-beyond recouping his debts
on the backs of poor provincials. He wants something. But what? What could the
Senate give him?” He smiled. “Well, we'll see, won't we? He’'ll make sure we do.”

He was so shrewd, so clever. He must have divined all that by the private
augury of his own intelligence, for he could have had no idea of the bargain Caesar
had struck with Pompey and Crassus. Indeed, though Cicero was close to Pompey,
for he had been trying to get him the grant of land for his veterans for over a year
now, he complained often that Pompey did not confide in him. He worried con-
stantly that Pompey might be vexed with him for his lack of success; I do not think
the possibility that Pompey was contemplating treachery ever occurred to him.

But in March it was plain for everyone to see. In the first meeting of the month,
when Caesar was again presiding in the Senate, he announced that he was intro-
ducing a bill for the redistribution of land. He admitted at once, with all his famous
charm, that proposals similar to this one had been made to the Senate before. This
one would be different, he assured them.

They stared at him, totally hostile. Land reform always bothered them. Yet the
veterans returning from foreign wars needed places. Well, everyone knew it had to
come some day.

Caesar paced back and forth before them, coaxing and gentle, holding out his
palm as if they were so many horses wary of the bridle. His voice murmured seduc-
tively. “A land bill,” Cicero gasped. “Does this mean that Pompey has...?”

It certainly seemed to. “Those men deserve it,” Caesar was saying. “Serving in
a long war, obeying our orders. We ought to show them some generosity. And what
good will it do them to come to Rome and sit idly on the street corners when the
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poor fellows could be bringing in money to the Treasury from the proceeds of their
farms?”

It wasn't getting a very warm reception from the Senate. They sat on their
benches as if they had been turned to stone, and not one so much as inclined his
head toward Caesar. Even Cicero was motionless, though | could hear his breath
coming hard, as if he had run a long way.

The next day Caesar introduced the bill itself. Like everything else he had
done since taking office, it was conciliatory, tactful, careful of the sensibilities of
the conservatives. The provisions were very fair: only public land was to be used
and no private property seized, no matter how unclear the title. Since a lot of them
had been buying land in anticipation of exactly this, that should have pleased
them. If so, they gave no sign. In addition, Caesar went on, it would all be paid for
out of Pompey’s booty, so that no one would have to worry about an increase in
taxes, or anything of that sort. And to make it perfectly fair, he would change any-
thing in the bill that they didn’t like.

He proposed a commission of twenty men-distinguished people, like them-
selves, he said-to administer the new law. And so everyone could see that he had
no intention of profiting by this himself, he would write into the bill explicitly that
he would not be one of the twenty.

Again the Senate listened in silence, but by now Caesar had their range and
dismissed them without allowing a debate. “Think it over. Tomorrow I'll ask for
comments and a vote.” Then he repeated that he would change anything they
couldn’t approve.

“Anything?” a voice called from the back. Caesar never blinked, though he
must have felt a moment of triumph. It was the first sound anyone had uttered all
day, and it was in his favor.

“Oh, yes,” he said calmly. “Anything at all. What’s more, I'll take it out alto-
gether if we can’t find some compromise that satisfies you. I'm here to obey the
Senate’s wishes.” He bowed. Among those stolid, stony-eyed men he was like an
ambassador from a suppler, more accommaodating nation. His polish and fine looks
were like a mark of foreignness. Yet he felt himself entirely at home. He watched
them file out, leaning against the railing of a section of seats, completely relaxed, a
small, contented smile on his lips.

That night Cicero called on Pompey, a meeting from which he came back look-
ing grim. He did not stop at home, but went directly to his neighbor Metellus
Celer’s house, where he and Cato and several other leaders of the conservative fac-
tion had convened. From this encounter he returned so late that I, grown bored
waiting for him, had long since left. Tiro his secretary told me the next day that his
master had been so exhausted he had drunk two cups of hot wine before he could
speak at all, and then he had only dismissed everyone and gone to bed.

For myself, that night | walked down into the Forum past Caesar’s official resi-
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dence, then out into the Subura to his family home. Both houses were quiet, silent
and withdrawn under the moon, as if everyone were asleep. Wondering if Caesar
was really so confident, | stood for a while by the corner watching, but nothing
moved, no one came, no light showed anywhere, and presently | went on my way.

The next day Caesar called on the senators one by one to give their opinion of
the bill. Each senator stood up when his name was called, but no one responded to
his questions. The most conservative of them would not speak at all; the others
contented themselves with a few words of vague neutrality. “Please,” Caesar plead-
ed with them. “Please. If there’s anything, anything at all that you don't like, just
say so. What is it? What is bothering you?” | thought at one point that he was going
to go down on his knees to them. It was not even that they were hostile; they
weren’t. They simply wouldn’t say anything at all. Under Caesar’s receding hairline
fine beads of sweat were beginning to show.

At last it was Cato’s turn. He got up slowly, clutching his toga: he never wore
a tunic, nor for that matter, shoes, for he said they were contrary to the practice of
our ancestors. He was like my father in that, and indeed my father, like most
Romans, admired Cato. He might have been one of the great men of the past come
back, my father said; he was like his own ancestor, the Cato who destroyed
Carthage. If all men were like him we could expect the Golden Age to return. Cato
was honest, disinterested, scrupulous to a fault; he allowed nothing to interfere with
the exercise of his duty, which to him was the highest pleasure in life. Well, look-
ing at him, | could believe he had few others. He peered around the Senate over
the bridge of his narrow nose, his nostrils pinched and the lines carved down to his
mouth. He was young but he looked old. His lips pressed together as if he saw some-
thing to disapprove of everywhere he looked.

The Senate waited in tingling silence.

“Cato,” Caesar said, friendly and straightforward. “Tell us what you think of the
bill. It’s a good one, isn’t it? Fair to everyone. And you must agree that we need it.”

Cato’s voice had the carrying quality of a buzzing bee. “The bill? It’s good
enough.” He didn’t like admitting that, but his incorruptible honesty made him do
it; you could see by the darkening flush on his face that it made him angry. “It’s not
the bill that's wrong. It’s the unconscionable power the law will give to those men
who sponsor it, men who are right now enticing the people, leading them to hope
for extravagant and unRoman rewards. It should be enough for them that they have
served their country.” He glared with brilliant and bird-like eyes at Caesar, who,
quick as ever opened his mouth to speak. But Cato was quicker. Taking an orator’s
stance, he turned to the senators. “I will now speak until sunset,” he announced,
meaning that he would prevent the bill’s coming to a vote by this method.

“Oh, no you won't,” Caesar muttered, but Cato heard him.

“Yes, | will,” he answered, and began. “This bill was brought to you by a man
whose father and grandfather...” and he went on to detail the history of the Julians-
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an ancient enough family to make it a long recitation. The Senate happily settled
down to listen.

Caesar, plainly puzzled, listened, too. Once or twice he tried to interrupt, once
crying, “But what has this to do with helping the poor?” But Cato had the floor, and
just plowed on. He had a harsh voice and a plain style, but his candor had a certain
charm, and you could listen to him without displeasure. He had good lungs, too-he
trained with the javelin on the exercise ground in the Campus Martius-and he was
plainly prepared to go on, as he had threatened, until evening closed in. Just as
plainly, the Senate was prepared to listen to him.

He had finished the history of the Julians and was going on to a consideration
of the public land available for distribution, reeling out hundreds of facts without
difficulty, when Caesar, his patience at an end, waved his lictors forward and said
disgustedly, “He’s disrupted the Senate long enough. Take him to prison.”

There was a moment of shocked silence. Even Cato paused. Then, unanimous,
the massed senators opened their throats and roared their disapproval. Caesar,
impatient, waved the lictors forward. They marched in good order up the aisle to
where Cato stood, regarding them with something like satisfaction out of his small,
shining eyes. The lictors seized his arms. The Senate gasped.

“Can he do that? Is that legal?” | whispered to Cicero, but he was so deeply dis-
turbed he could not speak. Well, after all, a senator, and a Cato: | would have said
it was not only illegal, it was unthinkable.

The lictors were bringing him down the aisle. In the silence | could hear the
stamp of their feet like heartbeats, and among them Cato’s brisk, barefoot slap and
shuffle. I could not look at Caesar. Nobody breathed.

At the back of the room a man rose slowly to his feet. He was a general, very
hard-bitten and military in his appearance, and a little uneasy. You felt he wished
he were in uniform. It would have emphasized, somehow, his extreme disgust.

As deliberately as he had risen he marched down the aisle, toward the retreat-
ing backs of Cato and the lictors. “Marcus Petreius,” Caesar shouted after him. His
voice was as clear and unperturbed as if he had hailed him in the Forum. “Don’t
you know where Cato is being taken?” he asked.

“Yes. | know. And | would rather be in prison with Marcus Cato than here with
you.” The old soldier spoke simply, stating an obvious fact, and it had more power
than anger or a denunciation. As a man the Senate rose and flooded out into the
aisles, following the little procession. I was on my feet too. I couldn’t help it, for I
was swept along, behind Cicero, in the crowd.

“Stop,” bellowed a voice behind them, and | had to turn and look before I real-
ized it was Caesar’s. | had never heard him speak in anything but a calm and rather
light tone, very even and unruffled. 1 had not imagined that his voice could be
harsh and powerful, or that it could carry to the lictors at the door, who released
Cato as if he burned their hands.

Nor had I ever seen Caesar angry. | had thought him icy, deliberate, cerebral-
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to tell you the truth, rather lacking in the normal human passions-but here he was,
as furious as a man can be and still retain his sanity. He was shouting. The cords of
his neck stood out, his face was crimson, his eyes glittered, hard and black. He
cursed the Senate and the lictors, the law, the gods of the state-his language would
have done justice to a gladiator’s barracks. “Very well, release him,” he shouted at
the climax of his rage, ignoring the fact that the lictors had done that already, and
Cato was calmly taking his seat. No one laughed.

Caesar stood in the middle of the floor, watching him. He was still furiously
angry, but now his voice was quiet. “I accept that,” he said very carefully, as if he
were drunk or drugged by his emotion. “But since you have seen fit to obstruct me
without any reason but your hatred of change and your fear of your fellow citizens,
do not expect me to consult you again. | assure you, | will not.”

He paused and looked into their eyes, one by one. | think that no one in that
room dared to look away, though most of them hated and feared him and none of
them would forgive his insult to their sense of decorum. He knew it, too. “The
Senate is dismissed,” he said and his voice was like the breath hissing off a glacier:
slow, and freezing with contempt. “Go. | will not trouble the Senate again.”

So Caesar announced that he was going directly to the people. He convened
the Plebeian Assembly and put the matter to them. At least they were prepared to
listen; he had made sure of that. All those gifts and speeches and appearances, all
that river of money he had poured out, had not been wasted. He had never con-
cealed what he was doing, either. Now that I think of it, that’s the oddest thing of
all. He operated in the daylight, and yet, when the results were seen, people were
surprised.

The first shock was that he got Pompey to bring his veterans to Rome. From all
over Italy these men sifted down the roads, thousands of them, swelling the city so
that the streets near the Forum were nearly impassable. They camped in the tem-
ple courtyards at night, singing their campaign songs around their fires. Caesar
called on them there, friendly and concerned; by day he made speeches to them in
the Forum. Pompey and Crassus stood with him.

Once he asked Pompey if he too wanted the land bill to pass. Uncomfortable,
the Great Man nodded.

“And if someone opposes it with the sword?” Caesar asked, smiling at the
unlikeliness of this.

Pompey flushed scarlet with rage. “I'll take up my sword against him. And my
shield.” The soldiers cheered until the echoes rang.

“Pompey was there? At a public meeting?” Cicero said, when I told him about
it.

“Yes.”

“I thought he didn’t like Caesar much. Are you sure?”
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I said nothing, but watched him working it out.

“And Crassus?” He spoke with sudden hope. “What did Crassus say?”

“Only that he supported the bill, too.”

“I see.” But his eyes were turned inward, and had gone as blank as if he were
blind.

The day before the Plebeian Assembly was to vote the co-consul Bibulus stood
up in the Forum and announced that in his official capacity he had been watching
the heavens for omens. They were bad. It was an inauspicious time. Therefore, no
meeting of the Plebeian Assembly could be held, indeed no public business of any
kind could be transacted-it was against the will of the gods. He doubted it would
be possible to convene the Assembly for some time to come, since as consul he was
taking the opportunity to declare the rest of the session a public holiday.

That afternoon Caesar summoned me to his house. The sunlight slanted
through the hole in the atrium roof, the ripples from the pool spread across the ceil-
ing. The place had a deserted air, like a hall normally used for public meetings, too
large for the three or four men half-hidden among the lights and shadows who
watched me as | crossed the mosaic floor.

Presently Caesar came, pushing aside a tapestry. He was brisk, he rubbed his
hands together and the dry little sound filled the atrium. It no longer seemed too
large, too shadowy. “Gentlemen, those...supplies. We need them immediately. Can
I count on you?” They nodded. A couple of them were tribunes I think, and anoth-
er | recognized: a young aristocrat who used to hang around with Antony.

“Caelius, good of you to come.” Caesar gave me a welcoming smile. “It’s obvi-
ous the opposition will try to prevent the vote tomorrow. Don’t you agree?”

“Is there going to be a vote tomorrow? | thought the omens were against it.”

The atrium rang with their laughter. “A shabby trick,” Caesar said. “A cheap
attempt to prevent the citizens of Rome from exercising their rights. Don’t you
agree? | see that you do. Well, we’re going to see that they have their chance. That
is you are, you and Vatinius here-" he gave a smile to one of the tribunes, one of
the ugliest men | have ever seen. In the gloom he looked like a frog with a pocked
skin and stretched mouth, and eyes that bulged under a low forehead. Yet he fan-
cied himself a dandy; his hair was oiled and curled, and powder had settled in the
creases of his cheeks. 1 wouldn’t have trusted him to hold a horse, but Caesar had
more confidence in him it seemed. “You and Vatinius will see to it that our own
people occupy the Forum tonight. We don’t want Bibulus and Cato and that crowd
to bring in their own support in the morning, when the voting begins.”

“Then there is going to be voting?”

“By Hercules, there is. You and Vatinius will see to that.” He smiled into my
eyes and clasped my arm in his strong, warm hand.
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It was a wonderful night. That’s all | can say about it now. Even after all these
years, with all I know or can guess, it is still that. Perhaps it is the best night of my
life.

The moon was full; the light drifted into the Forum like scraps of silver mist,
trailing among the dark shapes of the buildings. It was bright enough to see the
markings on a set of dice, and for a while | played, with Vatinius and some of the
others, but tiring of that, | gave it up to go out into the light. In a garden a few
streets away a young owl called; the river sparkled as if someone had tossed silver
coins on its current, and | heard its liquid chime as | strolled around. From some-
where the scent of almond blossom floated on the air as if the moonlight itself
exhaled a fragrance, cool and intoxicating. On the great square stones of the open
space thousands of men, Pompey’s veterans, Crassus’ numberless dependents, mem-
bers of the workingmen’s clubs Caesar had patronized, sat in groups talking quietly
or lay wrapped in their cloaks to sleep. In the deep shadow of the Curia a few voic-
es sang softly, the notes of a flute dropped like petals into the quiet air.

That’s all there was. There was no incident, no excitement. Just thousands of
men, all citizens of a great city, all with one purpose. And | was part of it. | was one
of the leaders... Yes, with all I know, or can guess, it was still a wonderful moment.

"All I know or can guess. Well, that’s a lot. For instance, the “supplies” Caesar
sent that tribune to fetch were not food and charcoal and blankets, as | had sup-
posed. They were arms. In the Forum. And Caesar intended to use them if he saw
any reason to. He never had the slightest qualm about things like that. He was far
too clever at putting his enemies in the wrong to bring out weapons before there
was a reason, but he was not going to be caught without them. Indeed, he consid-
ered what he was doing no more than a reasonable precaution. I didn’'t guess it
then, but now it stands out on that moonlit night like the bulk of the Rostrum
itself.

More difficult is this one: did Caesar plan all along that the Senate would refuse
him, and he would have an excuse to go directly to the Plebeian Assembly, which
he certainly controlled? | don’t know; I don’t believe anyone does. Caesar did not
have the habit of confiding in anyone, and | do not think that if he writes his mem-
oirs they will be any more informative about his motives than his books on his mil-
itary campaigns. Perhaps the only thing to say is that he didn’t care if the Senate
backed or refused him. He was happy to go to the plebeians, just has he would have
been content to resort to arms. Any way of accomplishing his ends seemed equally
good to him. The only thing that was wrong was to fail, and that he did not intend
to do.

He came to see us during that night in the Forum. He had been working in his
office in the official residence, he said, but I think he was unwilling to sleep while
his friends were wakeful on his behalf. He lounged around the Forum as if it were
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his own atrium, chatting to the men who were still awake, or exchanging a few
words with Vatinius or the others. I could see that he was in an elevated mood. The
moonlight silvered his hair but hid his eyes in deep shadow. His hollow cheeks were
stretched in a grin, the long, thin lines of his body were drawn more elegantly than
usual. He seemed to give off sparks, like the river. At the time it seemed to me only
a part of the beauty of the night, but now I am not so sure. Now | think there was
something more at work. It was the beginning of something for him, something he
had waited for a long time. He was about to make his first move.

In the morning the trouble arrived. With the first light, Bibulus came into the
Forum, surrounded by his lictors and a huge mob of his friends. Most of the Senate
was with him. Bibulus led them towards the Temple of Castor, where Caesar was
making a speech on the steps to a large number of men. Bibulus’ lictors shouted
their warning and waved their bundles of sticks but the press was so great that their
progress was impeded and the consul’s bald, freckled head was sweating by the time
he arrived. | was standing next to Vatinius, a couple of steps above Caesar; | saw it
clearly, gleaming in the rosy light as he mounted the first steps; | saw his compan-
ions, Cato among them, surge up after him.

He needed his friends, for when he began to speak, cutting into Caesar’s
remarks, the crowd yelled and there were angry shouts to let Caesar finish. Bibulus
ignored them and went on and Caesar, willing to play the same game, continued
his address. The shouting grew louder. Presently a stone landed at Bibulus’ feet,
bursting apart with a shocking sound.

There was a moment’s silence. Bibulus looked down, Caesar looked around, the
crowd watched them both. | think | may have been the only man not in on it to
see Vatinius lift his hand. Immediately the noise was everywhere, the crowd was
roaring, stones were flying. Someone smashed a basket of filth down on Bibulus’
rosy head. Out of the Temple of Castor armed men were streaming, swords drawn.,
cudgels waving.

“Gods, where did they come from?” | cried, but no one heard me. They flowed
past me, and | saw them meet Bibulus’ friends with a shock like two currents meet-
ing together in the open sea. Sticks and shards and swords rose like flotsam, cries
and thumps thundered all around me. Someone was moaning. Cato shouted to rally
Bibulus’ men. In the midst of it all, Bibulus’ body rose up over the boiling mass and
sailed down the steps to land with a sickening crunch at the base of the platform
below. In the sudden silence everyone heard it.

I think the whole Forum paused to watch. After all, a consul... If he were
dead...I don’t think anyone’s mind was capable of finishing that thought. I saw
Cato, his mouth hanging open, staring at the crumpled figure. Vatinius had been
arrested in mid-motion, his hand outstretched. Even Caesar stopped and fixed his
glittering eyes on Bibulus.

Slowly the figure stirred. | think a sigh went out of every body in the Forum.
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Bibulus, shaking stumbled to his feet and lifted his head. All right,” he shouted,
straight up into Caesar’s face. He was furiously angry. “All right. If that’s what you
want, why don’t you murder me here and now?” He yanked open his toga and
pulled his tunic from his shoulder. “There,” he cried, showing his bare chest. “Do
it. Now. What'’s the matter with you? Are you afraid to kill me?” His friends gasped
and rushed toward him, leading him, still shouting back over his naked shoulder,
out of the Forum. His lictors, one holding a bloodied arm, another limping badly,
followed him. None of them had their fasces, the bundles of sticks that symbolize
their magistrate’s power. In a moment, | saw why. Vatinius had them, and they were
broken in half. He gave a shout of laughter, and threw them after the departing
men.

There was one more incident. Cato tried twice to make a speech, climbing up
on the steps and cawing like a raven over the noise. The first time, Vatinius and his
men escorted him forcibly out of the Forum, but he came around by some back
streets and popped up again. This time Caesar laughed. Cato, not the least fright-
ened, glared at him with his bird-bright eyes. “This is an outrage. It is completely
illegal. No vote may be taken here.” He was still shouting when Vatinius led him
away a second time, this time for good.

So they set up the urns and the walkways, and one by one the tribes voted.
There was no further opposition, and the bill passed by a very large majority. The
next morning in the Senate Bibulus appeared with a bandage around his head and
a swelling over one eye, and asked the Senate to annul the land law and declare a
state of emergency.

The senators looked everywhere around the building, at the painted ceiling,
the marble floor, the rows of seats on three sides-everywhere but at Bibulus. There
was a long, dusty pause. | saw Bibulus glance at Cicero who shook his head very
slightly; in the back a man got to his feet-it might have been the old general
Peterius-but before Bibulus could call on him he sat down again. The silence
stretched itself out. Presently, without a word, Bibulus nodded to his lictors and
strode angrily from the building. The Senate, still unspeaking, got up and followed
him out. I did not see Cato anywhere. Last to go, strolling out from a dark corner
where he had been leaning against a column, came Caesar. He did not show the
slightest sign of triumph, but as he went out into the sunshine outdoors | heard his
followers let out a cheer.

He went out into the sunshine to the cheers of his friends... The image stays in
my mind, the graceful shape, dark against the brilliant, stinging light, the voices of
the men outside. Even from behind I could tell that he was smiling.
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been sitting over this report for hours. The shadows have lengthened outside,

the quality of the light has changed. It is heavier now, thick and golden, like
honey. A spray of oleander glows against a wall, where before there had been only
the luminous dimness of shade; the interior of a room-a table with a jug of water
cooling on it-appears out of darkness in soft, earthy hints of color, intimations of a
rounded form.

Out on the road a bar of sun between two trees catches the dust suspended in
the silence of the afternoon and makes it glitter like a net of gold. Has someone
passed? There has been no announcement here. More likely it is simply that the
changing slant of light has revealed what was hidden before...

I have gotten up and walked around, easing the tightness in my legs, for | have

The night of the vote in the Senate-or of the failure of the Senate to vote, |
should say-Curio came to me, all urgency and concern. “C-Caelius,” he stammered,
“what are you getting m-mixed up in? Can’t you see what'’s going on?”

“Going on? Why? What do you think is happening?”

He looked at me sorrowfully. “We conservatives aren’t stupid, you know. I m-
mean the senior m-men, like m-my father. They see that Caesar hasn’t any scruples
at all over politics. Well, he doesn’t, you know. They don't like the way he’s trying
to am-amass power. The plebeians-"

“He’s going to do some things that really need doing for the plebeians.”

“He’s going to use them.” He spoke with firmness unusual for him. He was real-
ly angry. “And you're getting the same kind of reputation yourself.”

“What kind of reputation is that?” | poured a drink and did not offer him one.

“It’s no good. You don’t understand. M-my dear, | came to warn you, don’t you
see?”

“I don’t need any warning, thank you very much.”

He bent his head and his eyes grew round with sorrow. “Goodbye, Caelius,” he
said gently. “Don’t bother. I'll see m-myself out.”

The next day when | was walking in the Forum Catullus’ friend Calvus cut me
dead. Marcus Brutus, who was with him, gave me the ghost of a bow, which he
quickly checked when Calvus spoke to him. I laughed and went on. In the cloak-
room of the Curia, Cicero took me aside and asked me if | was sure | knew what |
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was doing. “I thought you wanted a land law,” | retorted. “You've working for one
long enough. | thought you were Pompey’s friend.”

“I doubt if Pompey’s benefiting much by this,” he said, and indeed | could see
many senators who had once been enthusiastic supporters of the Great Man now
moving to sit with the conservatives. “Poor Pompey is not coming out of this well,”
Cicero said. “People believe he’s responsible for the violence. Those were his sol-
diers out there, in the Forum. And whoever persuaded him to make that fatuous
re