

[image: image]



CRITICAL PRAISE FOR STEVEN SAYLOR’S
ROMA SUB ROSA SERIES FEATURING
GORDIANUS THE FINDER

 

“Saylor puts such great detail and tumultuous life into his scenes that the sensation of rubbing elbows with the ancients is quite uncanny.”

—The New York Times Book Review on A Murder on the Appian Way

“Saylor rivals Robert Graves in his knack for making the classical world come alive. The puzzle is subtle, the characterizations vivid, the writing sublime—proof that the mystery can be a work of art.”

—The Oregonian on The Venus Throw

“A vivid and robust writer, Steven Saylor invests his books with exquisite detail and powerful drama.”

—The Philadelphia Inquirer on A Mist of Prophecies

“As always in Saylor’s historical fiction, the interaction between the powerful and the ordinary is a great strength, as is the evocation of an ancient city: he does here for Alexandria what he has already achieved for Rome . . . Saylor evokes the ancient world more convincingly than any writer of his generation.”

—The Times (London) on The Judgment of Caesar

“Saylor provides historically accurate portrayals while never losing grasp of a captivating plot. His mysteries evolve with intelligent turns and vivid imagination.”

—The Seattle Times on Rubicon

“Engrossing . . . Saylor’s understanding of the rich complexity of Roman life has a universal ring.”

—San Francisco Chronicle on Catilina’s Riddle

“Saylor’s scholarship is breathtaking and his writing enthralls.”

—Ruth Rendall, The Sunday Times (London), on Last Seen in Massilia

“Superb. From the exceptional attention to historical detail to development of character and plot, which is based on real history, it is a treat to read. All the action takes place in a time of great upheaval both in Rome and Egypt, and Saylor, an excellent scholar, makes the most of it.”

—The Globe and Mail (Toronto) on The Judgment of Caesar

“Saylor impeccabley re-creates life in Imperial Rome . . . an intriguing mix of historical accuracy and tense drama.”

—St. Louis Post-Dispatch on Arms of Nemesis

“Saylor’s evocation of ancient Rome is vivid and realistic. Within its compelling story, one tours Roman life from bottom to top in what is both good history and good mystery.”

—The Austin Chronicle on Roman Blood

“Saylor shows once again why fans of ancient historicals regard him as the leader of the field.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review) on A Mist of Prophecies

“Saylor is skilled at spinning a tale out of unlikely historical sources . . . literate, humane, and dramatic.”

—The Boston Globe on A Murder on the Appian Way

 

MORE PRAISE FOR STEVEN SAYLOR

 

“This [A Murder on the Appian Way] is the third of this witty, informed American writer’s crime novels of ancient Rome that I have devoured in two months.”

—Caroline Gascoigne, The Sunday Times (London)

“This [is a] wonderfully clever series.”

—The New York Times Book Review

“What Steven Saylor brings to his work are a profound knowledge of the history and culture of ancient Rome and a gift of storytelling only exhibited by those few who are born with it. His work can be enjoyed by all mystery readers regardless of whether they prefer cozies or hard-boiled crime fiction.”

—Deadly Pleasure

“Among the best historical series . . . and the best to use an ancient Roman background.”

—Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine

“Part of the attraction . . . comes from watching lofty figures in history, tragedy, and Latin II behaving as nobly and sordidly as real people in daily life. . . . And Saylor is not the dry-as-dust type; he offers us sex, violence, duplicity, and a worldly acceptance of the varieties of human behavior—there’s an unpretentious lightness of touch in everything.”

—The Boston Globe

“You read Saylor because of the skill with which he brings an ancient world to life.”

—Lambda Book Report
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A NOTE ON NAMES
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For the names of certain historical figures in these pages, I have used familiar literary forms rather than the more authentic Latin. While their contemporaries never referred to Marcus Antonius as “Marc Antony,” or to Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus as “Pompey the Great,” these traditional versions carry such a magic that it seemed pedantic to resist them.

 

A NOTE ON THE HOURS
OF THE ROMAN DAY
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The ancient Romans did not number their hours as we do, in twelve-hour segments before and after midday, but rather beginning at daybreak, so that when a Roman spoke of the first hour of the day, he meant, quite literally, the first hour of daylight; and the first hour of the night was the first hour of darkness. The following table roughly approximates the equivalent hours of the day, as drawn from the historical sources and used in A Murder on the Appian Way:

 



	7 A.M.

	THE FIRST HOUR OF THE DAY




	8 A.M.

	THE SECOND HOUR OF THE DAY




	9 A.M.

	THE THIRD HOUR OF THE DAY




	10 A.M.

	THE FOURTH HOUR OF THE DAY




	11 A.M.

	THE FIFTH HOUR OF THE DAY




	NOON

	THE SIXTH HOUR OF THE DAY




	1 P.M.

	THE SEVENTH HOUR OF THE DAY




	2 P.M.

	THE EIGHTH HOUR OF THE DAY




	3 P.M.

	THE NINTH HOUR OF THE DAY




	4 P.M.

	THE TENTH HOUR OF THE DAY




	5 P.M.

	THE ELEVENTH HOUR OF THE DAY




	6 P.M.

	THE TWELFTH HOUR OF THE DAY




	7 P.M.

	THE FIRST HOUR OF THE NIGHT




	8 P.M.

	THE SECOND HOUR OF THE NIGHT




	9 P.M.

	THE THIRD HOUR OF THE NIGHT




	10 P.M.

	THE FOURTH HOUR OF THE NIGHT




	11 P.M.

	THE FIFTH HOUR OF THE NIGHT




	MIDNIGHT

	THE SIXTH HOUR OF THE NIGHT




	1 A.M.

	THE SEVENTH HOUR OF THE NIGHT




	2 A.M.

	THE EIGHTH HOUR OF THE NIGHT




	3 A.M.

	THE NINTH HOUR OF THE NIGHT




	4 A.M.

	THE TENTH HOUR OF THE NIGHT




	5 A.M.

	THE ELEVENTH HOUR OF THE NIGHT




	6 A.M.

	THE TWELFTH HOUR OF THE NIGHT






 

 

 

 

 

Men were eager to win office and even employed bribery and assassination to do so, but such was the state of affairs in the city that elections could not be held. With no one in charge, murders occurred practically every day.

—Dio Cassius, Roman History, XL, 48

 

The Appian Way, which was made by Appius Claudius Caecus and honors his name, extends from Rome to Capua, a journey of five days. Its breadth is such that two wagons going in opposite directions can easily pass one another. This road is one of the noteworthy sights of the world, for the stones are so finely cut, leveled and fitted together, without mortar of any sort, that the unbroken surface appears to be not a work of man, but a wondrous phenomenon of nature.

—Procopius, Gothic Wars, V, 14

 

“Stop quoting laws to us. We carry swords.”

—Plutarch, Life of Pompey, X, 2
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PART ONE
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RIOT
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“Papa! Wake up!”

A hand gripped my shoulder and shook me gently. I pulled away and felt cold air on the back of my neck as the blanket slid away. I snatched it back and snuggled against it, burrowing for warmth. I reached for Bethesda, but found only a warm vacancy where she should have been.

“Really, Papa, you’d better wake up.” Eco shook me again, not quite so gently.

“Yes, husband,” said Bethesda. “Get up!”

What sleep is as deep as the sleep of a cold Januarius night, when the sky is a blanket of lowering clouds and the earth shivers below? Even with my son and wife yammering at me, I slipped back into the arms of Morpheus as easily as a boy slipping into a bottomless, downy bed of goose feathers. It seemed to me that two magpies were chattering absurdly in a tree nearby, calling me “Papa” and “Husband.” They swooped down, fluttered their wings, pecked me with their beaks. I groaned and waved my arms to fend them off. After a brief battle they retreated into the frosty clouds, leaving me to dream in peace.

The frosty clouds burst open. Cold water splashed my face.

I sat upright, sputtering and blinking. With a satisfied nod, Bethesda placed an empty cup beside a flickering lamp on a little table against the wall. Eco stood at the foot of the bed, gathering up the blanket he had just pulled off me. I shivered in my sleeping gown and hugged myself.

“Blanket thief!” I mumbled grimly. At that moment it seemed the foulest crime imaginable. “Stealing an old man’s rest!”

Eco remained impassive. Bethesda crossed her arms and arched an eyebrow. By the dim lamplight the two of them still looked suspiciously like magpies.

I closed my eyes. “Have pity!” I sighed, thinking an appeal to mercy might gain me just one more blissful moment of sleep.

But before my head reached the pillow, Eco gripped my shoulder and pulled me upright again. “No, Papa! It’s serious.”

“What’s serious?” I made a desultory attempt to shake him off. “Is the house on fire?” I was irretrievably awake now, and grumpy—until I realized who was absent from the conspiracy to wake me. I looked around the room, blinking, and felt a sudden thrill of panic. “Diana! Where is Diana?”

“Here, Papa.” She entered the room and stepped into the circle of light. Her long hair, let down for the night, hung loose over her shoulders, shimmering like black water under starlight. Her eyes—the almond-shaped, Egyptian eyes inherited from her mother—were slightly swollen with sleep.

“What’s the matter?” she said, yawning. “What are you doing here, Eco? Why is everyone up? And what’s all the noise from the street?”

“Noise?” I said.

She cocked her head. “I suppose you can’t hear it very well, here at the back of the house. You can certainly hear it from my room. They woke me up.”

“Who?”

“People in the street. Running. With torches. Yelling something.” She wrinkled her nose, which she does when she’s puzzled. Seeing the blank look on my face, she turned to her mother, who stepped toward her with embracing arms. At seventeen, Diana is still enough of a child to appreciate such comforting. Meanwhile, Eco kept to one side, wearing the glum expression of a messenger in a play who bears ill tidings.

I finally realized that something must be truly, terribly wrong.

 

A short time later, I was dressed and walking at a fast clip through the dark streets at Eco’s side, together with his four bodyguards.

I turned my head anxiously as a group of stern-looking young men came running up from behind and passed us. Their torches cut through the air with a whoosh. Our shadows danced crazily up and down the street, growing huge as the torches passed close by and then dwindling like wraiths into the darkness as the torchbearers left us behind.

I tripped against an uneven paving stone. “Numa’s balls! We should have brought torches ourselves.”

“I’d rather my bodyguards keep their hands free,” said Eco.

“Yes, well, at least we have enough of those,” I said, eyeing the four formidable young slaves who surrounded us, one ahead, one behind, one to each side. They had the look of trained gladiators—stiff-jawed, flinty-eyed, alert to every movement in the street around us.

Good bodyguards are expensive to purchase and expensive to feed. My daughter-in-law Menenia had complained each time Eco added another to their household, saying the money would be better spent on kitchen slaves or a better tutor for the twins. “Protection comes first,” Eco would tell her. “It’s the times we live in.” Sadly, I had to agree.

My thoughts settled on Eco’s wife and children, whom he had left in his house over on the Esquiline Hill. “Menenia and the twins . . .” I said, walking faster to keep up with him. My breath made clouds in the air, but at least the pace kept me warm. Even as fast as we were walking, another group of men came up from behind and passed us, their torches sending our shadows into headlong flight.

“They’re safe. I had a new door put on the house last month. It would take an army to break it down. And I left my two biggest bodyguards to look after them.”

“Just how many bodyguards do you own nowadays?”

“Only six—the two at home, and the four with us.”

“Only six?” I still had only Belbo, whom I had left behind to look after Bethesda and Diana. Unfortunately, Belbo was really too old to be an adequate bodyguard any longer. The other household slaves could hardly be expected to put up much of a fight, if something truly terrible were to happen . . .

I tried to push such thoughts from my mind.

Another group of men came rushing up from behind us. Like us, they carried no torches. As they passed in the darkness, I noticed Eco’s bodyguards grow tense and reach inside their cloaks. Strangers without torches in their hands could be carrying something more dangerous, like daggers.

But the group passed without incident. Up ahead, someone flung open the shutters of an upper-story window and leaned out. “What in Hades is going on tonight?”

“They’ve killed him!” cried one of the men ahead of us. “Murdered him in cold blood, the cowardly bastards!”

“Killed who?”

“Clodius! Clodius is dead!”

The shadowy figure at the window was silent for a moment, then let out a long, ringing laugh that echoed in the cold night air. The group ahead of us came to an abrupt halt.

“Trouble!” said Eco. I nodded, then realized the hushed remark was a signal to his bodyguards. They tightened their ranks around us. We pressed on at a faster pace.

“So where—” gasped the man at the window, barely able to speak for his laughter, “where is everybody headed in such a hot rush? To a celebration?”

The group in the street erupted in angry shouts. Some raised their fists. Others stooped over, searching for rocks. Even on the Palatine Hill, with its immaculate streets and elegant houses, there are loose stones to be found. The man at the window kept laughing, then suddenly yelped. “My head! Oh, my head! You filthy bastards!” He slammed his shutters on a hail of rocks.

We hurried on and turned a corner. “Do you think it’s true, Eco?”

“About Clodius being dead? We’ll know soon enough. Isn’t that his house, straight ahead? Look at all the torches gathered in the street! That’s what brought me out tonight—we could see the glow reflected off the clouds. Menenia called me up on the rooftop to see. She thought the whole Palatine Hill must be on fire.”

“So you thought you’d come see if your Papa was singed?”

Eco smiled, then his face turned grim. “On the way, down in the Subura, I saw people everywhere in the streets. Gathered at corners, listening to speakers. Huddled in doorways, talking in low voices. Some ranting, some weeping. Hundreds of men heading for the Palatine, like a river rushing uphill. And all saying the same thing: Clodius is dead.”

 

The house of Publius Clodius—his new house, for he had purchased the place and moved in only a few months before—was one of the city’s architectural marvels, or monsters, depending on one’s point of view. The houses of the rich on the Palatine Hill grow larger and more ostentatious every year, like great preening animals devouring the little houses around them and displaying ever more sumptuous coats. The coat of this particular beast was of many-colored marble. By the glow of the torches in the street one could see the glimmering sheen of the marble veneers and columns that adorned the outer terraces—polished green Lacedaemonian porphyry, Egyptian red marble mottled with white dots like the pelt of a fawn, yellow Numidian marble with red veins. These terraces, set into a hillside and planted with roses stripped bare by winter, surrounded the gravel-paved forecourt. The iron gate that normally barred entrance to the court stood open, but the way was completely blocked by the mass of mourners who filled the court and spilled out into the street.

Somewhere beyond that crowd, at the far side of the forecourt, was the entrance to the great house itself, which sprawled across the hill like a self-contained village, its various wings surrounded by yet more terraces and connected by porticoes lined with yet more multicolored marble columns. The house loomed above us, a miniature mountain of deep shadows and shimmering marble, lit from within and without, suspended dreamlike between the lowering clouds and the hazy reek put forth by the torches.

“What now?” I said to Eco. “We can’t even get into the forecourt. The crowd’s too thick. The rumor must be true—look at all these grown men weeping. Come, best to get back home and look after our families. No telling what will happen next.”

Eco nodded but didn’t seem to hear. He stood on tiptoe, straining to see within the forecourt. “The doors to the house are shut. No one seems to be going in or out. Everyone’s just milling about—”

There was a sudden pulse of excitement in the crowd. “Let her through! Let her through!” someone shouted. The crush grew even greater as people stepped back to make way for some sort of conveyance coming through the street. A phalanx of gladiators appeared first, roughly shoving and elbowing their way forward. People did their best to get out of the way. The gladiators were enormous, like giants; Eco’s bodyguards were mere boys by comparison. They say there are islands beyond the northernmost reaches of Gaul where men grow that big. These had pale faces and scraggly red hair.

The crowd in front of us compressed. Eco and I were squeezed together, with his bodyguards still in a ring around us. Someone stepped on my foot. My arms were trapped at my sides. I caught a glimpse of the approaching litter, supported on the shoulders of bearers who dwarfed even the giant gladiators. Suspended above the crowd, the red and white striped silk canopy shimmered in the flickering torchlight.

My heart skipped a beat. I knew that litter. I had been carried in it myself. Of course she would be here.

The litter drew closer. Its curtains were closed, as of course they would be. She would have no desire to see the mob, or to be seen by them. But for a brief moment, as the canopy passed, it seemed to me that the curtains parted a tiny bit. I strained to see above the heads of the litter bearers but was confounded by the play of light and shadows that rippled across the red and white silk. Perhaps it was only a shadow I saw, and not an opening at all.

Eco’s hand on my shoulder abruptly drew me back, out of the path of the gladiators who advanced alongside the canopy. He spoke into my ear. “Do you think—?”

“Of course. It must be her. The red and white stripes—who else?”

I was hardly the only man in the crowd to recognize the litter and to know who must be inside. These were Clodius’s people, after all, the poor of the Subura who rioted at his command, the ex-slaves who looked to him to protect their voting rights, the hungry mob that had grown fat from his legislation to hand out free grain. They had always supported Clodius, as he had always supported them. They had followed his career, gossiped among themselves about his sexual escapades and family affairs, plotted terrible fates for his enemies. They adored Clodius. They might or might not have adored his scandalous older sister, but they recognized her litter when they saw it. Suddenly I heard her name, whispered by someone in the crowd. Others repeated it, then joined in unison, until the name became a soft chant that followed in the wake of her canopy:

“Clodia . . . Clodia . . . Clodia . . .”

Her litter passed through the narrow gateway into the forecourt. Her gladiators could have cleared the way by force, but violence turned out to be unnecessary. At the sound of her name the mourners in the court drew back in a kind of awe. A pocket of emptiness formed before the litter and closed after it, so that it proceeded swiftly and without incident to the far side of the court and up the short flight of steps to the entrance. The tall bronze doors opened inward. The canopy was turned so that its occupants could not be seen as they alighted and entered the house. The doors shut behind them with a muffled clang.

The chanting died away. An uneasy hush descended on the crowd.

“Clodius, dead,” said Eco quietly. “It hardly seems possible.”

“You haven’t lived as long as I have,” I said ruefully. “They all die, the great and the small, and most of them sooner than later.”

“Of course. I only mean—”

“I know what you mean. When some men die, it’s like a grain of sand thrown into a river—there’s not even a ripple. With others, it’s like a great boulder. Waves splash onto the bank. And with a very few—”

“Like a meteor falling out of the sky,” said Eco.

I took a deep breath. “Let’s hope it won’t be as awful as that.” But something told me it would be.

We waited for a while, trapped by the inertia that falls upon a crowd when something momentous looms. From those around us we picked up numerous, conflicting rumors of what had happened. There had been an incident on the Appian Way, just outside Rome—no, twelve miles away, at Bovillae—no, somewhere farther south. Clodius had been out riding alone—no, with a small bodyguard—no, in a litter with his wife and their usual retinue of slaves and attendants. There had been an ambush—no, a single assassin—no, a traitor among Clodius’s own men . . .

So it went, with no sure truth to be found, only a single, unanimous point of agreement: Clodius was dead.

The lowering clouds gradually moved on to reveal the naked firmament—moonless, pitch-black, spangled with stars that glittered like ice crystals. The short, swift walk from my house had warmed my blood. The crush of bodies and burning torches had kept me warm, but as the night grew colder, so did I. I curled my toes, rubbed my hands together, watched my breath mingle with the smoke in the air.

“This is no good,” I finally said. “I’m freezing. I didn’t bring a heavy enough cloak.” Eco seemed warm enough, I noticed, in a cloak no heavier than mine, but a man of fifty-eight has thinner blood than a man twenty years younger. “What are we waiting for, anyway? We found out what the panic was about. Clodius is dead.”

“Yes, but how?”

I had to smile. He had learned his trade from me. Curiosity becomes a habit. Even when there’s no money in it, a Finder can’t help being curious, especially when there’s murder involved. “We won’t find out from this crowd,” I said.

“I suppose not.”

“Come on, then.”

He hesitated. “You’d think they’d send someone out to talk to the crowd. Surely someone will come out sooner or later . . .” He saw me shivering. “Let’s go, then.”

“You don’t have to leave.”

“I can’t let you walk home alone, Papa. Not on a night like this.”

“Send the bodyguards with me, then.”

“I’m not fool enough to stay in this crowd alone.”

“We could split them up, two for you and two for me.”

“No. I don’t want to take any chances. I’ll walk you home. Then I’ll come back if I still want to.”

We might have haggled over these logistics for a while longer, but at that moment Eco lifted his eyes to look at someone behind me. His bodyguards tensed.

“I’m looking for a man called Gordianus,” said a rumbling voice above my head. I turned to find my nose pressed against an extremely broad chest. Somewhere up above was a ruddy face topped by a fringe of red curls. The fellow’s Latin was atrocious.

“I’m Gordianus,” I said.

“Good. Come with me.”

“Come with you where?”

He cocked his head. “Into the house, of course.”

“At whose invitation?” I asked, already knowing.

“At the lady Clodia’s command.”

She had seen me from her litter after all.
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Even with the red-haired giant leading us, I was dubious of the prospect of pressing through the crowded gateway and across the forecourt. Instead, he started off in another direction. We followed him down the street, past the fringes of the crowd to the foot of a narrow stairway tucked into the hillside beyond the outermost ring of marble terraces. The stairway was flanked by fig trees whose dense branches formed a canopy above.

“Are you sure this leads to the house?” said Eco suspiciously.

“Just follow me,” said the giant gruffly, pointing ahead to a distant lamp at the top of the stairs. Without a torch to guide us, the way was dark and the steps lost in shadow. We mounted them cautiously, lagging behind the giant, until we arrived at a narrow landing. The lamp was hung above a wooden door. Beside the door stood another gladiator, who ordered us to leave our escorts outside and to remove our weapons. Eco produced a dagger and handed it over to one of his bodyguards. When I protested that I carried nothing, the red-haired giant insisted on searching me. Finally satisfied, he opened the door and led us inside.

We followed a long, dim hallway, descended a flight of steps, and at length emerged into a narrow room. We were in the vestibule of the house, just inside the tall bronze doors, which were barred on the inside by a sturdy wooden beam. Through the doors I could hear the noise of the restless crowd from the courtyard beyond. “Wait here,” the giant said, as he stepped through some curtains.

The vestibule was lit by a hanging lamp, its flames reflected in the polished marble walls and floor. I stepped closer to the shimmering red curtains, fascinated by them. “Do you know what these are, Eco? These must be the famous Attalic draperies. There’s genuine gold thread in them. To see them by firelight, you’d think the fabric was woven of flames!”

I should explain that the house of Publius Clodius, and its furnishings, had a brief but remarkable history. The original owner had been Marcus Scaurus, who began building the house six years before. That was the same year that Scaurus was elected aedile, and was thus obliged, at his own expense, to entertain the masses with theatrical productions during the fall festivals. Following the age-old tradition, Scaurus constructed a temporary theater on the Field of Mars outside the city walls. Two years later Pompey would build the first permanent theater in Rome—Roman children would grow up thinking nothing of such Greek decadence in their midst—but Scaurus’s theater was built to stand for only a season.

I have been to many cities and seen many remarkable buildings, but never the like of Scaurus’s theater. There were seats for 80,000 people. The enormous stage was three stories high, supported by 360 marble columns. Between these columns and tucked in various niches throughout the building there were a total of 3,000 bronze statues. These outlandish numbers were talked about until everyone knew them by heart, and they were not exaggerations; in slack moments during the plays, gawkers would count the columns and statues out loud while the poor actors emoted to no avail, upstaged by the decor.

The bottom story of the stage was decorated with marble, the top story with gilded wood, and the middle story with astonishing constructions of colored glass—not merely small windows but whole walls of glass, an extravagance that had never been seen before and will surely never be duplicated again. To decorate the stage there were enormous scenic backdrops painted by some of the finest artists in the world, framed by lavish Attalic draperies of red and orange cloth interwoven with gold thread, like the legendary golden robes of King Attalus of Asia; under the bright light of noon they seemed to be woven of sunlight itself.

When the festivals were over and the theater was taken down, Scaurus sold off some of the decorations and made lavish gifts of others. But much of the stuff he kept for himself, to decorate his new house on the Palatine. Marble veneers and columns were turned into terraces and porticos. The walls of colored glass were transformed into skylights. Enormous crates full of statues and fabulous draperies and paintings were stacked up in the forecourt of the house and gradually taken inside. For his redesigned atrium, Scaurus decided to install the largest columns from the theater, made of black Lucullean marble, each eight times as tall as a man. The columns were so heavy, and hauling them so difficult, that a sewage contractor forced Scaurus to post a bond against possible damages to the city drains when the columns were transported across town to the Palatine.

The house of Scaurus excited almost as much comment as his theater. People who had gawked at the theater came to gawk at the house. His more conservative (and less affluent) neighbors considered the place an affront to good taste, a monstrosity of waste and excess, a defamation of stern Roman virtue. Those who complained should have remembered the old Trojan axiom: no matter how appalling a situation, it can always get worse—as when word got out that Scaurus was moving and had sold the place to the rabble-rouser Clodius. Clodius, the high-born patrician who disowned his pedigree to become a plebeian; Clodius, the bane of the Best People; Clodius, the Master of the Mob.

Clodius had paid almost fifteen million sesterces for the house and its furnishings. If the rumor was true—that Clodius was dead—then he had had little time to enjoy the place. He would never see the marble terraces bloom with roses in the spring.

I poked my head through the Attalic draperies into the atrium beyond, where the ceiling abruptly shot up to the height of three stories. “The Lucullean marble columns!” I whispered to Eco, stepping through the curtains and beckoning for him to follow, for here they were, soaring up in jet-black splendor to the ceiling forty feet above.

In the center of the atrium was a shallow pool decorated with shimmering mosaic tiles of blue-black and silver, picturing the night sky and the constellations. High above the pool a corresponding square was cut into the roof, but instead of being open to the sky, there appeared to be a vast pane of glass across the skylight, through which the stars wavered as if they were underwater. It was a dizzying conceit: the skylight above appeared to be a pool reflecting the stars at our feet.

I took a slow walk around the perimeter of the atrium. Installed in niches in the walls were the wax masks of family ancestors. Publius Clodius Pulcher came from a very ancient, very noble line. One by one, the faces of his predecessors stared impassively back at me. Most had been captured in maturity or old age, but one could see they were in general a handsome lot. Pulcher—the name of the family branch—means beautiful, after all.

Eco tapped my shoulder. Our escort had returned. He gestured with a toss of his chin and we followed him more deeply into the house.

As we walked down hallways I peered into the rooms on either side. Everywhere I saw reminders that we were in a house that had only recently been moved into and was still unsettled. Boxes and crates were stacked mazelike in some rooms, while other rooms were empty. In some places there was scaffolding and the smell of fresh plaster. Even the rooms which appeared finished seemed somehow tentative—furniture was set at odd angles, pictures were hung in odd spaces, statues were placed too close together.

What had I expected to find inside the house? Women weeping, slaves running about in confusion, a sense of panic? Instead the house was quiet, with hardly a person in sight. The vastness of the place made the quiet seem all the more acute and uncanny, like a deserted temple. Occasionally a slave crossed our path, deferentially stepping out of our way and keeping his face averted.

When the body dies, a philosopher once told me, all the life within it contracts to a single point before expiring altogether. So it seemed inside the house of Clodius, that all the life had gathered in one place, for suddenly we rounded a corner and entered a room lit by many lamps and full of hushed voices. Nervous-looking men in togas paced fretfully about, conversing in groups, gesturing with their hands, shaking their heads, arguing in whispers. Slaves stood out of the way in corners, quiet but alert, awaiting instructions.

We came to a closed door at the far side of the room. Nearby a hulking brute of a man sat with his chin in his hands, wearing a miserable expression. There was a bloodstained bandage on his head and a tourniquet around one arm. A handsome young man in an elegant tunic hovered over him, berating him and barely pausing to let the brute answer in mumbles. “I still can’t understand how you could have deserted him like that. Why were there so few of you with him in the first place? What in Hades were they thinking when they took him to that tavern instead of back to his villa?”

Our escort gently rapped on the door with the side of his foot; someone had taught him good manners. The young man and the wounded man looked up and peered suspiciously at Eco and me.

The wounded man frowned. “Who in Hades—?”

The young man stared at us dully. “It must be that fellow my Aunt Clodia sent for.”

The door opened. A pair of feminine eyes peered out. Our escort cleared his throat. “The one called Gordianus, and his son, Eco.”

The slave girl nodded and opened the door. Eco and I stepped inside. Our escort stayed behind as the girl shut the door.

The room had the feeling of a sanctuary. Thick rugs covered the floor and tapestries covered the walls, muffling the quiet crackling of the single brazier that warmed the room and cast long shadows into the corners. Against one wall there was a long table, like an altar, with a few women clustered before it, their backs turned to us. The women were robed in black, their hair let loose to fall over their shoulders. They seemed not to notice our arrival. The slave girl went to one of them and touched her gently on the elbow. Clodia turned and looked at us from across the room.

I had not seen her for almost four years, since the trial of Marcus Caelius. Clodia had retained my services to assist the prosecution; things had not gone as she planned, and her miscalculations had ended badly for her. Since then she had led a much quieter, more private existence, or so one heard, on the rare occasions when her name was mentioned. But I had not forgotten her. One never forgets a woman like Clodia.

She walked slowly toward us, the hem of her black gown trailing behind her. Her perfume reached us a moment before she did, scenting the air with the essence of crocus and spikenard. I had always seen her with her hair pulled back and held in place by pins. Now she wore it down for grieving, giving a lustrous black frame to the striking angles of her cheekbones and the proud line of her nose. She was past forty now, but her skin was still like white rose petals. Her smooth cheeks and forehead seemed to glow by the flickering light of the brazier. Her eyes—those famous, glittering green eyes—were red from weeping, but her voice was steady.

“Gordianus! I thought I glimpsed you in the crowd. This is your son?”

“My elder son, Eco.”

She nodded, blinking back tears. “Come, sit with me.” She led us to a corner and gestured for us to sit on one couch while she sat on another. She pressed one hand against her forehead and shut her eyes. She seemed on the verge of sobbing, but after a moment she breathed deeply and sat upright, folding her hands in her lap.

The light from the brazier was interrupted by a shadow. One of the others had crossed the room to join us. She sat beside Clodia and reached for her hands.

“My daughter, Metella,” said Clodia, though I hardly needed to be told. The young woman was unmistakably her mother’s child. Perhaps she would even become as beautiful as her mother, given time. A beauty like Clodia’s was not something a woman could be born with. It consisted of more than what the eyes could see, of a mystery behind the flesh which accrues only with the passage of time.

“I seem to remember that you have a daughter the same age,” said Clodia quietly.

“Diana,” I said. “Seventeen.”

Clodia nodded. Metella suddenly began to weep. Her mother embraced her for a moment, then released her and sent her to rejoin the others. “She loved her uncle very much,” Clodia said.

“What happened?”

Her voice was strained and colorless, as if any display of emotion would make it impossible for her to speak. “We don’t know for certain. He was down south, at his villa past Bovillae. Something happened on the road. They say it was Milo, or Milo’s men. A skirmish. Others were killed, not just Publius.” There was a catch in her voice. She paused to compose herself. “Someone passing by just happened to find his body in the road—there wasn’t even anyone standing guard over him! Strangers brought him back to the city. His body arrived here just after sundown. Since then some of his bodyguards have come straggling in. The ones who survived. We’re still trying to make sense of what happened.”

“I saw a man in bandages being questioned in the other room.”

“A bodyguard. The man has been with Publius for years. How could he have let this happen?”

“And the young man questioning him?”

“My nephew, I imagine. Our brother Appius’s oldest boy. He came with me in the litter, along with Metella. He loved Publius like a second father.” She shook her head. “Publius’s own little boy was with him down at Bovillae. We don’t know what’s become of the child. We don’t even know where he is!” This was suddenly too much for her. She began to weep. Eco looked away. It was a hard thing to watch.

Her weeping subsided. “Clodia,” I said quietly, “why did you send for me?”

The question seemed to baffle her. She wrinkled her brow and blinked back tears. “I’m not sure. I saw you in the crowd, and so . . .” She shrugged. “I don’t know, really. But something will have to be done. You know about that sort of thing, don’t you? Inquiries. Investigations. How it’s done. Publius knew how to go about that kind of thing, of course. But now Publius . . .”

She drew a deep breath and slowly exhaled. Her tears had run dry. “I don’t know why I called for you, really. To see an old, familiar face? We parted friends, didn’t we?” She touched my arm and managed a wan smile. The effort produced only a small fraction of the charm of which I knew she was capable. The feebleness of the attempt made it all the more poignant. “Who knows what will happen now? The world has turned upside down. But something will have to be done to set things right. Publius’s children are too young to see to it. It will fall to others in the family. We may need you. It may come to that, you see.” She sighed wearily. “There’s nothing to be done right now, except to seek what comfort we can. Metella needs me.” She stood and looked bleakly toward the women across the room.

The interview seemed to be at an end. I nodded to Eco. Together we rose from the couch.

The slave girl came to show us out. Clodia walked away from us, then turned back.

“Wait. You should see him. I want you to see what they did to him.”

She led us across the room, to the altarlike table where Metella stood along with two other women and a child. At our approach the oldest of the women turned and scowled at us. Her face was gaunt and haggard. Her hair was almost entirely gray. Unpinned, it hung to her waist. There were no tears in her eyes, only anger and resentment.

“Who are these men?”

“Friends of mine,” said Clodia, her voice taking on an edge.

“What man isn’t?” The woman gave Clodia a withering look. “What are they doing here? They should wait in the outer room with the rest.”

“I asked them here, Sempronia.”

“This is not your household,” said the woman bluntly.

Metella went to her mother’s side and took her hand. The older woman glared at them. The fourth woman, whose face I had not yet seen, kept her back turned. She reached down to touch the head of the little girl pressed against her. The child craned her neck and looked up at us with wide, innocent eyes.

“Sempronia, please . . .” said Clodia in a strained whisper.

“Yes, Mother, let’s try to be peaceable. Even with dear Clodia.” The fourth woman finally turned. In her eyes I saw neither tears nor anger. There was weariness in her voice, but it was the weariness of exhaustion, not resignation. There was no emotion to be read in her voice or on her face, only a kind of steady determination. One might have expected to see a stronger reaction from the widow of the dead man. Perhaps she was simply numb with shock, but her gaze was keen and unwavering as she appraised us.

Fulvia was not a great beauty, like Clodia, but her appearance was striking nonetheless. She was younger by at least ten years; I guessed her to be no more than thirty. As her little daughter clung to her, I saw where the child’s curious, luminous brown eyes had come from; there was a sharpness in Fulvia’s gaze that indicated a formidable intelligence. She lacked her mother’s grim harshness, but one could see the seeds of it in the hard lines around her mouth, especially when she turned her gaze to Clodia.

I could see at a glance that there was no love lost between the two sisters-in-law. Clodia and her brother had long been famous (or infamous) for their mutual devotion; there were many who thought they were more like man and wife than siblings. Where did that leave Clodius’s real wife? What had Fulvia thought of the intimacy between her husband and his sister? From the look that passed between them, I gathered that the women had learned to tolerate one another, but not much more than that. Clodius had been the link between them, the mutual object of their affections as well as the cause of their mutual animosity; perhaps Clodius had also kept the peace between them. Now Clodius was dead.

Quite dead, I thought, for beyond Fulvia I could see his corpse laid out on the long, high table. He was still dressed in winter riding clothes—a heavy, long-sleeved tunic cinched with a belt at the waist, woolen leggings, red leather boots. The filthy, blood-soaked tunic was torn open across his chest and hung in rags, like the streamers of a tattered red flag.

“Come,” whispered Clodia, ignoring the other women and taking my arm. “I want you to see.” She led me to the table. Eco pressed close behind me.

The face was undamaged. The eyes were closed and the bloodless lips and cheeks were marred only by a few smudges of dirt and blood and a slight grimace, like that of a man suffering from a toothache or having an unpleasant dream. He looked uncannily like his sister, with the same finely molded cheekbones and long, proud nose. It was a face to melt the hearts of women and make men prickle with envy, a face to taunt his scowling patrician colleagues in the Senate and win the adoration of the rabble. Clodius had been strikingly handsome, almost too boyish-looking for a man nearly forty. The only signs of his age were a few strands of gray at his temples; even these were mostly lost in his thick mane of black hair.

Below the neck, his strong, lean body was elegantly proportioned with square shoulders and a broad swimmer’s chest. A gaping puncture wound pierced his right shoulder. There were two smaller stab wounds in his chest, and his limbs were marked with numerous lacerations, scrapes and mottled bruises. More bruises ringed his throat, as if a thin cord had been tightened around his neck; indeed, had he shown no other wounds, I would have said that he had been strangled.

Beside me, Eco shuddered. Like me, he had seen many dead bodies, but victims of poison or a dagger in the back present a less gory spectacle than did the corpse before us. This was not the body of a man who had died from quick and furtive murder. This was a man who had died in battle.

Clodia took one of the corpse’s hands in hers, pressing it between her palms as if she could warm it. She ran her fingers over his and wrinkled her brow. “His ring. His gold signet ring! Did you remove it, Fulvia?”

Fulvia shook her head. “The ring was gone when they brought him. The men who killed him must have taken it, like a trophy.” Again, she showed no emotion.

There was a gentle rapping at the door. A group of slave girls entered with cloths folded over their arms. They carried combs, jars of unguents and pitchers of heated water that sent trails of steam into the air.

“Hand me a comb,” said Clodia, reaching out to one of the girls.

Fulvia frowned. “Who sent for these things?”

“I did.” Clodia moved to the end of the table and began to comb her brother’s hair. The teeth caught on a tangle of dried blood. Her face stiffened. She pulled the comb through, but her hands were shaking.

“You sent for them? Then you can send them away,” said Fulvia.

“What do you mean?”

“His body doesn’t need to be bathed.”

“Of course it does. The people outside want to see him.”

“And they will.”

“But not like this!”

“Exactly like this. You wanted your friends to see his wounds. Well, so do I. Everyone in Rome is going to see them.”

“But all this blood, and his clothes hanging from him like rags—”

“We’ll take off his clothes, then. Let the people see him exactly as he is.”

Clodia continued to comb, keeping her eyes on her work. Fulvia stepped toward her. She seized Clodia’s wrist, snatched the comb and threw it on the floor. The gesture was sudden and violent, but her voice remained as impassive as her face. “Mother is right. This isn’t your household, Clodia. And he wasn’t your husband.”

Eco tugged at my sleeve. I nodded. It was time to take our leave. I bowed my head in deference to the corpse, but the gesture went unnoticed; Clodia and Fulvia stared at one another like tigresses with flattened ears. The slave girls scattered nervously as we made our way to the door. Before I left the room I turned and took a last look at the women, and was struck by the tableau of Clodius dead upon the table, surrounded by the five females who had been closest to him in life, their ages spread over the range of a lifetime—his little daughter, his niece Metella, his wife Fulvia, his sister Clodia, his mother-in-law Sempronia. I thought of the Trojan women mourning Hector, with the attendant slave girls for a chorus.

The brightly lit outer room seemed like another world, with its fretfully pacing men in togas and hushed masculine voices. The atmosphere was just as tense, but of a different nature—not of mourning but of crisis and confusion, like a military camp under siege or a desperate gathering of conspirators. The room was more crowded than before. Important newcomers had arrived, and with them their retinues of freedmen and slaves. I recognized several well-known senators and magistrates of the populist stripe. Some stood in pairs, quietly conversing. Others were gathered in a circle, listening to a wild-eyed man with unkempt hair who kept striking his palm with his fist.

“I say we mount an assault on Milo’s house tonight,” he was saying. “Why wait? It’s just a stone’s throw away. We’ll drag him into the street, set the place on fire and tear him limb from limb.”

I whispered into Eco’s ear, “Sextus Cloelius?”

Eco nodded and whispered back, “Clodius’s right-hand man. Organizes mobs, stages riots, breaks arms, slits noses. Not afraid to get his hands dirty.”

Some of the politicians nodded at Cloelius’s suggestion. Others scoffed. “What makes you think that Milo would dare to come back to the city, after what he’s done?” said one. “He’s probably half way to Massilia by now.”

“Not Milo,” said Cloelius. “He’s boasted for years that he’d kill Publius Clodius one day. Mark my words, he’ll be down in the Forum tomorrow to brag about it. And when he shows his face, we’ll slaughter him on the spot!”

“There’s no point in a slaughter,” said the handsome, elegantly dressed young man I had noticed on the way in, Clodius’s nephew Appius. “We’ll press for a trial instead.”

“A trial!” cried Cloelius, exasperated. There was a collective groan.

“Yes, a trial,” insisted Appius. “It’s the only way to expose the bastard and his friends along with him. Do you think Milo alone was behind this? He hasn’t the wits to stage an ambush. I smell Cicero’s bloody maw! Uncle Publius’s enemies didn’t kill him on a whim. It was cold, calculated murder! I don’t want just revenge; a knife in the back could accomplish that. I want to see these men discredited, humiliated, jeered out of Rome! I want the whole city to repudiate them, and their families with them. That means a trial.”

“I hardly think it’s a matter of choosing whether to stage or not stage a slaughter,” said a calm, shrewd-looking young man at the edge of the crowd.

“Gaius Sallust,” Eco whispered in my ear. “One of the radical tribunes elected last year.”

Heads turned. Having gained the group’s undivided attention, Sallust shrugged. “Well, what makes you think we can control the mob one way or the other? Clodius could, but Clodius is dead. There’s no telling what will happen tomorrow, or tonight for that matter. A slaughter? Perhaps a bloodbath. We’ll be lucky if there’s enough organization left in Rome to stage a trial.”

At this there was another round of groaning and scoffing, but no one challenged outright what Sallust had said. Instead they turned uneasily away and resumed their argument without him.

“A trial!” Appius insisted.

“A riot first!” said Sextus Cloelius. “The mob won’t settle for anything less. And if Milo dares to show himself, we’ll chop off his head and carry it through the Forum on a stick.”

“Then the mood of the city will surely swing against us,” argued Appius. “No. Uncle Publius understood the way to make use of the mob—as a dagger, not as a bludgeon. You’re wrought up, Sextus. You need some sleep.”

“Don’t tell me how Publius used the mob,” said Cloelius. “Half the time, I was the one who plotted his strategies for him.”

Appius’s eyes flashed. They reminded me of Clodia’s eyes, glittering and green like emeralds. “Don’t try to rise above your station, Sextus Cloelius. Save your vulgar rhetoric for the mob. The men in this room are a little too sophisticated for your style of blustering.”

Cloelius opened his mouth to answer, then turned and stalked off.

There was a tense silence, broken by Sallust. “I think we’re all a little wrought up,” he said. “I’m going home to get some sleep.” A large coterie of retainers shuffled out of the room with him, leaving more space for those who remained to carry on with their pacing and gesticulating.

“We should do likewise,” I said, nudging Eco. “I need my sleep. Besides, it’s as Sallust says: there’s no telling what may happen in the streets tonight. We should be home with our families behind barred doors.”

The gladiator who had escorted us earlier had been keeping an eye on us. As we moved toward the door he joined up with us and insisted on showing us out. He turned back only when he had delivered us into the protection of Eco’s bodyguards on the landing outside the secluded side entrance.

We descended the steps to the street. The crowd gathered outside the forecourt of Clodius’s house had grown even larger. Men stood in groups, arguing, like their leaders inside the house, over what should be done, only in louder voices and cruder language. Other men stood alone and openly sobbed, as if their own brother or father had been murdered.

I meant to walk straight on, but the crowd was like a force, an undertow at my feet that held me back. Eco was content to stay and observe, and so we lingered, fascinated by the torchlight, the floating bits of conversations, the shifting mass of humanity, the mood of uncertainty and dread.

Suddenly the great bronze doors to Clodius’s house swung open with a double clang. A hush of anticipation rippled through the crowd. Armed men appeared first. They descended the steps in a cordon, preceding and flanking the men in togas who carried the body of Clodius upon a long, flat bier.

A groan rose from the crowd at the first glimpse of the body, followed by a great rush forward. The bier was set down on the steps, tilted upward so that Clodius could be seen. We were caught in the crush. The crowd in the forecourt compressed, and those in the street were pulled in behind them, as if sucked into a vortex. Eco gripped my hand as we were carried through the gates and into the forecourt, like flotsam on a flood. His bodyguards struggled to stay close, shoving and pressing against us. I was jabbed in the ribs by the point of a knife concealed inside the tunic of the bodyguard beside me, and considered the mad irony if I should be accidentally gutted by the weapon of a man intending to protect me.

We came to a stop. The crowd was packed into the forecourt like grains of sand in a bottle. Through the reek of the torches, I had a clear view of Clodius propped up on his bier, surrounded in death as he had always been in life, by armed guards. To either side of the bier stood the men who had carried it. Among them I recognized Appius and Sextus Cloelius.

Clodius had been stripped of his bloody garments and retained only a loincloth around his hips. The puncture at his shoulder and the wounds in his chest had been cleaned, but only to show them clearly; there was still plenty of gore and blood smeared across his pale, waxy flesh. His hair, I noticed, had been lovingly combed and untangled. It was pushed back from his face, as he had worn it in life, but a stray tendril had fallen forward over one eye. To look at his face alone, one might have thought that he was merely asleep and frowning because the hair was tickling him, and that he might at any moment reach up to push it away. To see him naked under the stars on such a cold night made me shiver.

Around us men moaned, cursed, wept, stamped their feet, shook their fists, buried their faces in their hands. Another tremor of apprehension rippled through the crowd as Fulvia appeared on the steps.

Her arms were crossed over her chest, her head bowed. Her long, dark hair hung straight down, merging with the long black line of her gown. Hands reached toward her from the crowd, but she seemed oblivious of these gestures of comfort. She stood for a long moment beside her husband’s body, staring at it. Then she lifted her face to the sky and let out a cry of anguish that turned my blood cold. It was like the cry of a wild beast rending the cold night air; if any still slept on the Palatine, surely it woke them. Fulvia tore at her hair, lifted her arms to heaven and threw herself across her husband’s body. Her nephew and Sextus Cloelius made a fumbling attempt to restrain her, then stepped back in awe as she shrieked and beat her fists against the bier. She framed the corpse’s face with trembling hands and pressed her face to her husband’s, covering his cold lips with a kiss.

Around us the mob raged like churning water. I thought of what the tribune Sallust had said: No one controls such a mob; it takes on a will of its own. It can maim or kill a man without meaning to and for no purpose at all, crushing the life out of him or trampling him underfoot. I grabbed Eco and by some feat of will we managed to push our way back through the gate. The crowd that overflowed the courtyard now filled the street as far as the eye could see. All up and down the block, houses were lit up as brightly as day with anxious-looking guards posted on the roofs. I pressed on, forcing a way through the crowd while Eco and his bodyguards struggled to keep up.

At last we passed beyond the edges of the crowd. I never slowed my gait until we rounded a corner and found ourselves on an empty, darkened street. I stopped to catch my breath, and Eco did the same. His hands were trembling. I realized that I was shaking, too.

Hearing only my own breath and the pulse in my temples, I didn’t notice the approaching footsteps. But the bodyguards did. They stiffened and drew themselves around us. Men were coming up the darkened street, heading in the direction of Clodius’s house. As they passed, their leader signaled for them to stop. He peered at us in the dim starlight. His face was in shadow, but I could see that he had curly hair and a prominent nose, and a strong physique beneath his cloak. After a moment he stepped away from his bodyguards and approached us.

“Do you come from Clodius’s house?”

“Yes,” I said.

“Is it true, what they say?”

“What do they say?”

“That Clodius is dead.”

“It’s true.”

The man sighed. It was a quiet, gentle sigh, very different from the raging laments we had just left behind. “Poor Publius! It’s the end of him, then, for good or ill. All over.” He cocked his head. “Don’t I know you?”

“Do you?”

“I think so. Yes, I’m sure of it.”

“Can you see in the dark, citizen?”

“Well enough. And I never forget a voice.” He hummed to himself, then grunted. “You’re Meto’s father, aren’t you? And this is Meto’s brother, Eco.”

“Yes.” I tried to get a better look at him. I could make out his rugged features—the strong brow, the flattened boxer’s nose—but I still didn’t recognize him.

“You and I met last year,” he said, “briefly, when you came to visit Meto in Ravenna. I serve under Caesar, too.” He paused for a moment. When I gave no sign of remembering, he shrugged. “Well, then, what’s happening around the bend? That glow in the sky—not a house on fire?”

“No. Just a great many torches.”

“There’s a big crowd gathered at the house?”

“Yes. They’ve come to see the body. His wife, Fulvia—”

“Fulvia?” He spoke the name with an odd intensity, as if it had a secret meaning for him.

“She grieves. You might be able to hear her from here.”

He sighed again, a deep, rich sigh. “I suppose I should see for myself. Farewell, then, Gordianus. And you, Eco.” He rejoined his companions and moved swiftly on.

“Farewell—” I said, still unable to remember his name. I turned to Eco.

“As he said, Papa, we met him last year, at Caesar’s winter headquarters up in Ravenna. A bit modest, the way he says, ‘I serve under Caesar, too.’ One of the general’s top men, according to Meto. We were barely introduced. I’d forgotten about it myself. I’m surprised he remembers us. But then, the man’s a politician, of course. He’s been back in Rome for several months, running for office. I’ve seen him in the Forum, canvassing for votes. You must have seen him, too.”

“Have I? What’s his name?”

“Marc Antony.”


 

 

 

3

[image: Image]

 

 

Over breakfast, Bethesda and Diana demanded to know everything. I tried to soften my description of Clodius’s corpse in deference to their appetites, but they insisted on all the gruesome details. The wrangling of the politicians was of less interest to them, but they listened attentively to my impressions of the famous house and its furnishings, and they were especially curious about Clodia.

“Can it really be four years since the trial of Marcus Caelius?” Bethesda blew gently on a spoonful of hot farina.

“Almost.”

“And to think we haven’t had a glimpse of Clodia in all that time.”

“Not surprising, really; we hardly move in the same exalted circles. But I don’t think anyone’s seen much of her. The trial took something out of her. She seemed a changed woman to me.”

“Really? It sounds like she made quite a show of inviting you into the very heart of her brother’s grand house, as if she were doing you a great favor, making you feel privileged and special. She wants something.”

“Really, Bethesda, the woman was distraught.”

“Was she?”

“I told you, she could hardly keep from weeping.”

“To weep is one thing. To be distraught is another.”

“I don’t follow you.”

“No?” Bethesda sat back from the table. “Be careful of the farina, Diana. You’ll burn your tongue.”

Diana nodded absently and gulped down a heaping spoonful.

“What do you mean, Bethesda? About Clodia?”

“Well, I have no doubt that she was very upset about her brother’s death. We all know how close they were, or at least the way people talked about them. And such a bloody death, from the way you describe his body. Awful!” She stirred her farina. Little puffs of steam rose from the bowl.

“But?”

Diana cleared her throat. “I think that what Mother is trying to say is—”

“Well, it’s obvious, isn’t it?” Bethesda looked at Diana and they nodded in unison. “Her litter, her bodyguard—”

“And using the main entrance. Yes.” Diana pursed her lips sagely.

“What in Hades are the two of you talking about?”

“Well—” Bethesda tried another spoonful of farina and finally deemed it cool enough. “From your description, it seems that there’s the main entrance to the house, and also the secluded little side door that you took.”

“Yes . . .”

“And they both end up in the same place.”

“Yes, in the main vestibule.”

“Well, I can’t speak for Clodia, but if I were distraught, I should have no stomach for facing a huge crowd. I’d want to avoid that if I possibly could. And Clodia could have done so, quite easily, simply by entering through that side door. She could have avoided the crowd completely. Am I right? Her litter could have deposited her and Metella and her nephew Appius at the foot of the steps, and they could have gone up to the landing and into the house without anyone even knowing they’d arrived.”

“I suppose so . . .”

Diana picked up the thread from her mother. “Instead, she went through the thick of the crowd in that huge litter—the one with the red and white stripes that everyone knows is hers—with a veritable army of big redheaded gladiators.”

Bethesda nodded. “Where everyone would be sure to notice her arrival.”

“And talk about it long afterward,” said Diana.

“What is your point?” I said, looking back and forth between them.

“Well, Papa, only that grief was not the only thing on Clodia’s mind.”

“Exactly,” said Bethesda. “Making an entrance—that was the point.”

“Oh, really!” I shook my head. “If you’d been there, if you’d felt the mood of the place, the despair, the anguish—”

“All the better to heighten the drama,” said Bethesda. “I don’t doubt Clodia’s grief. But you see, she must have considered the circumstances ahead of time. She realized that she wouldn’t be allowed to appear publicly alongside her brother’s body when it was shown to the crowd. That privilege was reserved for Fulvia.”

“So Clodia made an impression in the only way she could—by making a grand entrance,” said Diana.

“I see. You’re saying she wanted to upstage her sister-in-law.”

“Not at all.” Bethesda frowned at my obtuseness. “She only wanted what was hers.”

“To claim the portion of public grief that she feels belongs to her,” Diana explained.

“I see,” I said, not at all certain that I did. “Well, speaking of doing things for show, of course I was quite struck by the inconsistency of Fulvia’s behavior—”

“Inconsistency?” said Bethesda.

“What do you mean, Papa?”

“I told you how stiff she was in the inner room, how she showed virtually no emotion, even when she put Clodia in her place about cleaning the body. And then her hysterical shrieking in front of all those people when they showed Clodius to the mob!”

“But where’s the inconsistency, Papa?” Diana looked at me curiously, as did her mother. I almost thought they were making fun of me.

“It seems to me that a woman should grieve in private and show restraint in public, not the other way around,” I said.

Bethesda and Diana looked at each other and wrinkled their brows. “What would be the point of that?” said Bethesda.

“It’s not a matter of having a point—”

“Husband!” Bethesda was shaking her head. “Of course Fulvia didn’t want to show her grief to you, a stranger, in the intimacy of her home, and especially not in front of Clodia. She comported herself with dignity—to make her mother proud, to show her little daughter how to be strong, to confound her weeping sister-in-law. And for the sake of her husband as well, since you Romans believe that the lemur of a dead man may linger for a while in the vicinity of its vacant corpse. So for you she put on her most dignified manner. But the crowd outside, that was a different matter. Fulvia wanted to stir them up, as much as she could, just as her husband had stirred them up so many times before. She could hardly do that by standing next to his bloody corpse and behaving like a statue, could she?”

“Then you think her display of public grief was calculated and disingenuous?”

“Calculated, most certainly. But disingenuous? Not at all. She simply chose the most suitable time and place to release the grief that was inside her all along.”

I shook my head. “I’m not sure you’re making sense. I’d rather try to figure out what sort of schemes the politicians in the anteroom were up to.”

Bethesda and Diana shrugged in unison to show that the subject bored them. “Politicians are usually too obvious to be very interesting,” said Bethesda. “Of course, it may be that I’ve misjudged Clodia and Fulvia. I wasn’t there to see with my own eyes. I can only go by what you’ve told me.”

“Am I such an unreliable observer?” I raised an eyebrow. “Men do call me the Finder, you know.”

“The thing is,” said Bethesda, oblivious to my point, “that one never quite knows what some people are really up to. Especially with a woman as complicated as Clodia, or Fulvia. How does one ever know what she really thinks, really feels? What she really wants?” Bethesda exchanged a thoughtful look with Diana. Simultaneously they lifted spoonfuls of porridge to their lips, then abruptly lowered them as Belbo came into the room.

For many years the straw-haired giant of a fellow had been my private bodyguard, and had saved my life on more than one occasion. He was still as strong as an ox, but as lumbering as one, too; as loyal as a hound, but no longer fit for the chase. I still entrusted my life to him on a daily basis—I let him shave my neck—but I couldn’t rely on him to protect me from daggers in the Forum. What does one do with a loyal bodyguard who has outlasted his usefulness? Belbo could read only a little and do only the most rudimentary sums. He had no special skills at carpentry or gardening. Aside from performing an occasional feat of prodigious strength—toting a heavy sack of grain or lifting a massive wardrobe single-handed—he served me well enough as a doorkeeper, a job which chiefly required him to sit in a warm patch of sunlight in the atrium for most of the day. Lethargy suited his bovine nature and enhanced that equable temperament which strangers often mistook for stupidity. Belbo’s wits might be slow, but they were not dim. It was his way to smile at a joke after everyone else finished laughing. He seldom grew angry, even when provoked. He even more rarely showed fear. As he stepped into the dining room, however, his oxlike eyes were wide with alarm.

“Belbo, what’s wrong?”

“Out in the street, master. In front of the house. I think you’d better come see.”

As soon as I stepped into the garden at the center of the house, I heard the noise carried on the open air—an indistinct mingling of cries and stamping feet. It sounded like a riot. I hurried through the garden and the atrium to the vestibule at the front of the house. Belbo pulled open the little sliding panel in the door and stepped aside to let me press my eye to the peephole.

I saw a blur of movement from right to left—a mob rushing by, all dressed in black. I heard the roar of the crowd but couldn’t make sense of it.

“Who are they, Belbo? What’s going on?” I stared through the peephole. Suddenly a figure broke away from the mob and ran directly up to the door. He put his mouth to the peephole and began screaming, “We’ll burn it down! Burn it down!” He banged his fists against the door. I jerked back, my heart pounding. Through the peephole I saw the man step back, his face frozen in a maniacal grin. Even with the door between us, I shivered. Then, just as suddenly as he had rushed up, the man turned and rushed away, disappearing into the mob.

“What in Hades is going on?”

“I wouldn’t advise going outside to find out,” said Belbo earnestly.

I thought for a moment. “We’ll go up on the roof to have a look. Fetch the ladder, Belbo, and bring it to the garden!”

A few moments later I found myself settled precariously on the slanting tiles along the front roof of my house. From here I had a view not only of the street below, but of the Forum beyond, with its temples and public spaces clustered close together in the valley between the Palatine and Capitoline Hills. Just below me the mob continued to surge through the street. Some of them ran straight on. Others broke away and took the shortcut called the Ramp that leads down to the Forum and empties into a narrow space between the House of the Vestals and the Temple of Castor and Pollux. Some of the rioters carried sticks and clubs. A few brandished daggers, in open defiance of the law that forbids such weapons within the city. And though it was well after daybreak, a few carried torches. The flames whipped and snapped through the cold air.

The mob eventually thinned, but was soon followed by an even larger, slower group of mourners. If it was a funeral procession, it was certainly a strange one. Where were the mummers doing parodies of the dead man to lighten the mood? Where were the wax effigies of the dead man’s ancestors, taken from their places of honor in his vestibule to witness his passage to join them on the other side? Where were the hired mourners, weeping and clawing at their tangled hair—indeed, where was there a woman to be seen?

But there was music—mournful horns, wailing flutes and shivering tambourines, making a noise that set my teeth on edge. And there was a body—the corpse of Clodius carried upon a wooden bier festooned with black cloth. He was still naked except for a loincloth, and still filthy and smeared with dried blood.

Some of the mourners broke away to take the Ramp down to the Forum, but the main procession with the corpse of Clodius kept to the street in front of my house, which runs along the crest of the Palatine. They were making a slow, deliberate circuit of the hill, I realized, passing by the houses of the rich and powerful in a somber procession, letting his friends and foes alike take a final look at the man who had caused so much disruption to the orderly life of the Republic.

A few houses farther on, their course would take them directly past the front door of the man who had been Clodius’s most implacable enemy in the Senate and the courts. Clodius had made himself the champion of the lowly, of foot soldiers and freedmen; always against him there had been Cicero, the loyal spokesman for those who proudly called themselves the Best People. The funeral procession seemed orderly, but in the mob that preceded it I had seen men with daggers and torches. I held my breath, wondering what might happen when they reached Cicero’s house.

When I looked toward Cicero’s house, I saw that I was not alone in my apprehension. Intervening houses and trees blocked my view of the street, but of the house itself I could clearly see some shuttered windows in the upper story and a portion of the roof. Two figures were perched there, as Belbo and I were perched on my roof, peering over the edge at the street below. By the glare of the slanting morning light I instantly discerned the thick-necked, grim-jawed silhouette of Cicero. Crouching close behind him, reaching out to make sure that his master did not lean too far, was the slighter silhouette of Cicero’s lifelong secretary, Tiro. They were still for a long moment, as if frozen by the cold morning air; then Cicero reached back for Tiro’s shoulder. They put their heads together and anxiously conferred. From the way they drew back and craned their necks, trying to see but not be seen, I gathered that the bizarre funeral cortege was passing directly below them. The dirge of the horns and flutes became shriller, the shivering of the distant tambourines more manic. Intent on the spectacle below, Cicero and Tiro took no notice of my scrutiny.

The procession apparently came to a halt before Cicero’s house. Cicero bobbed his head forward and back, like a nervous quail. I could imagine his dilemma—he was afraid to take his eyes away from the mob, and yet the merest glimpse of him might incite them to violence. Horns blared, flutes trilled, tambourines rattled.

At last the cortege moved on and the dirge faded away.

Cicero and Tiro sat back, sighing with relief. Then Cicero winced and gripped his stomach. As the heel to Achilles, so the belly to Cicero; his breakfast had turned against him. He rose, still crouching, and moved crablike up the roof with Tiro following behind. Tiro turned his head and saw us watching. He touched his master’s sleeve and spoke. Cicero paused and turned his face toward us. I raised my hand in neighborly greeting. Tiro waved back. Cicero stayed motionless for a moment, then clutched his stomach and hurried on, disappearing over the edge of the roof.

Meanwhile, below us in the street, more men in black kept running by in parties of two and three, stragglers rushing to catch up. Most of them took the Ramp. I tried to see where they were all headed, but my view of the Forum was mostly of beaten copper roofs gleaming in the sunlight; every now and again I could catch a glimpse of tiny figures moving in the spaces between. They all seemed to be gathering before the Senate House at the far end of the Forum, where the sheer rock face of the Capitoline Hill forms a natural wall.

From my position, I had a clear view of the front of the Senate House. Broad marble steps led up to the massive bronze doors, which were closed. I could see only a tiny portion of the open space in front of the Senate House, but this included a clear view of the Rostra, the raised platform from which speakers address the populace. Already the space between the Rostra and the Senate House was filled with a crush of black-clad mourners.

The funeral dirge, which for a while had faded out of hearing, now returned, rising from the Forum. Echoing up from the valley, the harsh music sounded more confused and discordant than ever. Suddenly it was overwhelmed by a great shout from the crowd. The body of Clodius had arrived. A little later I saw the bier as it was carried onto the Rostra and propped up for the crowd to see, just as it had been displayed on the steps of Clodius’s house the night before. What a tiny thing it looked, and yet even at such a distance there was still something shocking about that glimpse of naked flesh amid so many black-clad mourners and so much cold, chiseled stone.

A speaker mounted the Rostra. I could hear only faint echoes of his voice. As he paced back and forth across the Rostra, waving his arms, pointing to the corpse of Clodius and raising his fists, the crowd broke into a thunderous roar. From that point on the noise of the mob rose and fell but never quite subsided.

“What’s going on?”

I turned my head, startled. “Diana, go back down the ladder at once!”

“Why? Is it dangerous up here?”

“Very. Your mother would have a fit.”

“Oh, I hardly think so. She held the ladder for me. But I think she’s afraid to come up herself.”

“As well she might be.”

“And how about you, Papa? I should think an old fellow like you would be more likely to lose his balance than I would be.”

“How did I ever come to have such an impertinent child?”

“I’m not impertinent. Just curious. It’s like the siege of Troy, isn’t it?”

“What?”

“Like Jupiter up on Mount Ida, watching the battlefield down below. They’re all so tiny. It makes one feel . . . godlike.”

“Does it? Jupiter could send down thunderbolts or messengers with wings. And he could hear what was being said. Having a view hardly makes me feel godlike. Quite the opposite. It makes me feel powerless, watching from a distance like this.”

“You could go down and join them.”

“Put myself at the mercy of that mob? There’s no telling what they might do next—”

“Papa, look!”

Like a storm-churned flood, the crowd seemed suddenly to overflow the broad square in front of the Rostra, surging in wave after wave onto the steps and terraces of the surrounding temples and public buildings.

“Papa, look! The Senate House!”

The broad steps were inundated by the mob, which rose like a black flood tide to lash against the tall bronze doors. Bolted from within, they stood against the tide, but soon I began to hear a low, thudding, repetitive boom. It was hard to see exactly what was happening, but the mob seemed to be assaulting the doors of the Senate House with some sort of makeshift battering ram.

“Impossible,” I said. “Incredible! What are they thinking of? What do they want?”

All at once the doors gave way. A moment later a cheer of triumph rose from the crowd. I looked back to the Rostra. The speaker was still ranting, striding back and forth and exhorting the mob with wild gestures, but the body of Clodius had disappeared. I frowned, puzzled, then caught sight of the naked body on its black-draped bier proceeding with odd, jerky movements toward the steps of the Senate House. It seemed that the mob was passing the bier from hand to hand above their heads. I suddenly had a vision of the mob as a colony of insects, and the corpse of Clodius as their queen. I shivered and felt an intimation of vertigo. With one hand I reached for Diana, putting my arm around her shoulder, and with the other I held more firmly to the tiles of the roof.

The bier reached the foot of the Senate House steps, stalled for a moment, then tilted upward and began to ascend. The mass of the crowd, able to see the body again, produced another loud roar of mingled triumph and despair. The bier reached the top of the steps and was propped upright. A man stepped up beside it, waving a burning torch. He seemed to be giving a speech, though it was hard to imagine that the roaring crowd could hear him any better than I could. Even at such a distance, I was almost certain that the speaker was Sextus Cloelius, Clodius’s wild-eyed lieutenant, the man who had spoken of riots and revenge against Milo the previous night.

After a while, still waving his torch, he turned and entered the Senate House. The bier was carried in after him.

“What can they possibly be thinking?” I said.

“ ‘Burn it down,’” said Belbo. “Wasn’t that what the fellow said, the one who pounded on the door?”

I shook my head. “He was raving. Besides, he must have meant burning down Milo’s house, or maybe Cicero’s. He couldn’t possibly have meant . . .”

Sometimes, uttering the impossible can suddenly make it seem quite possible after all. I stared at the roof of the Senate House, as if by concentrating I could see through it to perceive what Sextus Cloelius was up to. Surely not—

And then I saw the first wisps of smoke, streaming wraithlike from the shuttered windows set high along the walls of the Senate House.

“Papa—”

“Yes, Diana, I see. They must be cremating the body, inside the building. The idiots! If they aren’t careful—”

“They hardly look to me like the sort to be careful,” said Belbo, tilting his head earnestly.

A little later the first flickering tongues of flame appeared at one of the windows. One after another the shutters caught fire. Heavy black smoke began to pour from the windows, then from the open doorway. Sextus Cloelius ran out of the building, waving his torch triumphantly over his head. The crowd fell silent for a moment, probably as awed as I was by the enormity of what had happened. Then they released a roar that must have been heard all the way to Bovillae.

It was heard in Cicero’s house, at least. From the corner of my eye I saw a movement on his roof. He had returned, along with Tiro. The two of them stood upright, no longer crouching, and watched the spectacle in the Forum below. Tiro clutched his face. He was weeping. How many happy hours had he spent in that building, copying down his master’s speeches in the shorthand he invented, ordering his army of clerks about, paying witness to the great career he had done so much to foster? Slaves can be very sentimental.

Cicero did not weep. He crossed his arms, set his jaw in a hard line and stared grimly at the orgy of destruction below.

“There!” said Diana. She was pointing at Cicero. “There! That’s what Jupiter must have looked like, gazing down at Troy.”

Knowing Cicero far better than my daughter did, and certain that there was nothing remotely godlike about him, I was about to correct her when Belbo interrupted.

“You’re right,” he said. “The very image!”

Their shared certainty forced me to take another look. Diana was right. I had to concede it. As Cicero looked at that moment, watching the destruction of the Senate House by Clodius’s mob, so great Jupiter might have looked when he brooded on Mount Ida and watched the mad clash of mortals below.
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