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  bribe to keep him quiet; thus Horus became the god of silence, and the rose became the symbol of confidentiality. A rose hanging over a council table indicated that all present were sworn to
  secrecy. Sub Rosa (under the rose) has come to mean that which is carried out in secret. Thus Roma sub Rosa: the secret history of Rome, as seen through
  the eyes of Gordianus.
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  The Latin name Catilina is sometimes spelled Catiline, especially in older texts, just as the Latin Pompeius is more familiarly rendered Pompey and Marcus Antonius becomes Mark
  Antony. Scholars nowadays tend to prefer original Latin spellings, which I have followed in the case of Catilina, if only for its euphony. The stress falls on the third syllable, which has a long
  i.


  I have also used contemporary Latin names for a number of cities. Some of these (with their more familiar names) include: Faesulae (Fiesole), Arretium (Arezzo), Massilia (Marseille), and
  Florentia (Florence).


  Dates are given according to the Roman calendar before it was reformed by Julius Caesar. These are the months of the year (with English names and spellings, if different, in parentheses, along
  with their number of days): Januarius (January, 29 days), Februarius (February, 28 days), Martius (March, 31 days), Aprilis (April, 29 days), Maius (May, 31 days), Junius (June, 29 days),
  Quinctilis (July, 31 days), Sextilis (August, 29 days), September (29 days), October (31 days), November (29 days), and December (29 days).


  The Romans did not reckon the days of the months by consecutive numbers, as we do, but by their positions in relation to certain nodal days, namely the Kalends (the first day of the month), the
  Nones (the fifth or seventh day), and the Ides (the thirteenth or fifteenth day). The day of the month was reckoned by counting backwards from these days. I have tried to conform to this system in
  most cases.


  The story begins on the first day of June (the Kalends of Junius), 63 BC.


  
    
  


  Embossed upon the shield Aeneas saw


  
  The stony halls of the netherworld, the domain of the damned

  


  And the punishments they suffer. There Catilina clings to the edge of a sheer Precipice, cringing in terror while the Furies beat their wings about him . . .


  
    VIRGIL, The Aeneid, VIII: 666669


    
      
        
          
            
              
                
                  
                    
                      
                        How haue we changd, and come about in euery doome,

                      

                    

                  

                


                Since wicked CATILINE went out,


                
                  
                    And quitted Rome?

                  

                


                One while, we thought him innocent;


                
                  
                    And, then waccusd

                  

                


                The Consul, for his malice spent;


                
                  
                    And power abusd.

                  

                


                Since, that we heare, he is in armes,


                
                  
                    We thinke not so:

                  

                


                Yet charge the Consul, with our harmes,


                
                  
                    That let him goe.

                  

                


                So, in our censure of the state,


                
                  
                    We still do wander;

                  

                


                And make the carefull magistrate


                
                  
                    The marke of slander.

                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    BEN JONSON, Catiline his Conspiracy, ACT IV: 863878

  


  
    What is truth?

  


  
    PONTIUS PILATUS

  


  


  Part One


  Nemo


  


  I
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  According to Cato . . . I said, and paused, squinting at the scroll. Bright summer sunlight from the window glared across the parchment, obscuring the faded black
  letters. Then again, at forty-seven, my eyes are not what they used to be. I can count the leaves on an olive tree fifty feet away, but the difference between O and U, or even
  I and L, is not as clear as it once was.


  According to Cato, I began again, holding the scroll at arms length and reading silently. Well, this is ridiculous! Cato clearly says that the haymaking should have
  been done by now, yet here it is, the Kalends of Junius, and we havent even begun!


  If I may interject, Master . . . Aratus, standing at my elbow, cleared his throat. He was a slave, not yet fifty, and had been foreman of the farm since long before my arrival the
  previous autumn.


  Yes?


  Master, the blooms are not yet off the grass. It is not uncommon for the crop to be late. Why, last year it was just the same. We didnt harvest the hay until almost the end of
  Junius


  And I saw how much of it went bad in the barn! Bundles and bundles rotted away during the winter, so there was hardly enough left to feed the oxen during the ploughing this
  spring.


  But that was because of the storm damage to the roof of the barn last winter, which let in the rain and so spoiled much of the hay. It had nothing to do with the late harvest last
  summer. Aratus lowered his eyes and compressed his lips. His patience was near its end, if his subservience was not.


  Still, Cato is explicit: Cut the grass crop when the time comes, and take care that you are not too late in cutting it. Now, Marcus Porcius Cato may have been dead
  for almost a hundred years, but I dont suppose the ways of nature have changed in that time. I looked up at Aratus, who pursed his lips tightly.


  And another thing . . . I shifted through the scroll, seeking the passage that had leaped out at me the night before. Ah, here: The chickpea is poisonous to livestock
  and thus should be pulled up when found growing among the grain. And yet, only the other day, I saw one of the slaves take the burnt portions of chickpeas from the kitchen and mix them in
  among the oxens feed.


  Did I catch Aratus rolling his eyes, or only imagine it? The herbage of the chickpea is poisonous to livestock, Master, not the bean. Poisonous to men, as well, I suspect,
  he added dryly.


  Ah, well. Yes, that explains it then. I closed my eyes and pinched the bridge of my nose. As you say, if the bloom is not yet off the grass, I suppose we shall simply have
  to wait to begin the haymaking. The vineyard has begun to come out in leaf?


  Yes, Master. We have already begun to trim the vines and tie them to supports  just as Cato says to do. And since, as Cato advises, only the most skilled and
  experienced slaves should be engaged in the task, perhaps I should go and oversee the work.


  I nodded, and he left.


  The room seemed suddenly stuffy and hot, though the hour was not quite noon. I felt a throbbing in my temples and told myself it was the heat, though it was more likely from squinting at the
  scroll and arguing with Aratus. I walked out into the herb garden, where the air was cooler. From within the house I heard a sudden shriek  Diana screaming, and then Meto shouting, I
  never touched her, followed by a maternal scolding from Bethesda. I sighed and kept walking, through the gate and onto the path that led to the goat pens, where two of the slaves were
  engaged in mending a broken fence. They scarcely looked up as I passed.


  The path took me alongside the vineyards, where Aratus was already busy overseeing the tying of the young vines. I kept walking until I came to the olive orchard and paused in the cool shade. A
  bee buzzed by my head and flitted among the tree trunks. I followed it up the hillside to the edge of the orchard, to the ridge where a patch of virgin forest stood. A few naked stumps at the
  periphery showed where an attempt had once been made to clear the high land, and then abandoned. I was glad the ridge had been left wild and wooded, though Cato would have advised clearing it for
  crops; Cato always seemed to prefer high places to the lowlands where mist might gather and ruin the crops with rust.


  I sat on one of the stumps and caught my breath beneath the shade of a gnarled, ancient oak. The bee buzzed by my ear again  perhaps it was drawn to the almond-scented oil that Bethesda
  had rubbed into my hair the night before. How grey my hair was becoming, half grey or more, mixed in with the black. Living in the countryside, I did not bother to have it cut as often as in the
  city, so that the loose curls lapped onto my neck and over my ears, and for the first time in my life I had grown a beard  that also was half grey, especially around the chin.


  Bethesda, too, had been growing greyer, until she began to dye her hair with henna; the tint she had concocted was a deep, rich red, like the colour of a bloodstain. How beautiful her hair still
  was, thick and luxurious. As I had grown more careless with mine, she had grown more elaborate with hers. She never wore it down any more, except for bed. During the day she wrapped it into coils
  and pinned it atop her head, as haughty as any Roman matron  though her Egyptian accent would always give her away.


  The thought made me laugh, and I realized that my headache was gone. I looked down on the valley and breathed in the smells of summer in the country: the odour of living beasts, of grass
  rustling in the dry breeze, of the earth itself dozing beneath the hot, baking sun. I studied the plan of the farm, like a picture laid before me: the red-tiled roof of the great house, hiding the
  bedrooms, kitchen, library, and dining room within; the higher roof that showed where the baths were installed; the formal courtyard just within the front door, with its fishpond and flowers; the
  second courtyard where the wine was fermented, with its kettles and vats; the third courtyard with its paved threshing floor open to the sky; the herb garden appended to the library, from which I
  had come. Close by the house were the sheds and pens and the well and the little house that held the olive press. The surrounding land was divided into various uses: fields for grains and other
  crops, vineyards, olive orchards. The boundary was marked on my left by a wooded stream, on my right by the road from Rome  the wide, paved Cassian Way  and in the far distance
  directly before me, beyond an expanse of cultivated fields, by a low stone wall that ran from the stream to the road. Stream to the left, road to the right, wall in the distance; and the fourth
  boundary was the ridge on which I sat. It was an idyllic setting, worthy of a poem or even of crusty old Catos praise, I thought. It is the dream of every Roman, rich or poor, to have a farm
  in the countryside, to escape the turbulence and madness of the city. Against all expectations, I had done so at last. Why, then, was I not happy?


  You dont belong here, Gordianus.


  I gave a start and swung around. Claudia! You startled me.


  Good! Startled is better than bored and unhappy.


  And how, from behind, could you tell that Im bored and unhappy?


  My neighbour put her hands on her ample hips and looked at me askance. Feet and knees apart, she observed. Elbows on knees, hands cupped together, chin on hands, head cocked
  to one side, shoulders slumped. If you were thirty years younger, Gordianus, Id say you were miserably in love. In your case, its what Ive told you before: you simply
  dont belong in the countryside. Here, let me join you on this neighbouring stump and show you how someone who truly loves the country surveys such a magnificent scene.


  She sat down on the stump, which was apparently a bit lower than she thought so that she bumped it with her well-padded bottom and let out a good-natured laugh. She spread her legs, slapped her
  palms on her knees and beamed at the vista before her. Had we been sitting on the opposite slope of the ridge, looking down on her own farm, she could not have looked more pleased.


  Claudia was the cousin of my late friend and benefactor Lucius Claudius, from whom I had inherited the farm. In appearance she was as much like him to have been his sister, and indeed in many
  ways seemed a female incarnation of Lucius, which predisposed me to like her from the first day she had come over the hill to introduce herself. Like Lucius she was sausage-fingered, plum-cheeked,
  and cherry-nosed. She had considerably more hair than Lucius, who had grown quite bald before his death, but like his, her hair was orange-red (faded with age and mixed with strands of silver) and
  of the same wispy, frazzled texture; she wore it atop her head in a careless clump from which stray tendrils escaped to waft about her friendly, round face. Unlike Lucius, she did not care for
  ornamentation, and the only jewellery I ever saw her wear was a simple gold chain around her neck. She disdained a womans stola as impractical for farm life, and instead wore long woollen
  tunics in rustic colours, so that at a distance, given her general bulk and plain dress, she could be mistaken for a man, or even for a male slave, an ironic circumstance considering her high
  patrician blood.


  Her farm was on the other side of the ridge; when I say that it was hers, I mean it quite literally, for she owned the property outright without recourse to father, brother, or husband. Like
  Lucius, Claudia had never married, but had somehow contrived to live independently and on her own terms. This would have been a notable feat even for a wealthy patrician matron in the city, but for
  a woman in the tradition-bound countryside it was nothing less than remarkable, and bespoke a strength of character and resolve of which Claudias soft, round features gave no indication.


  How she had wrested her particular plot of land from the Claudian fortunes I did not know. Her farm was only a small part of the familys holdings in the region. Indeed, I found myself
  surrounded by Claudii on every side. Over the ridge from me to the south was Claudias small farm, which was generally held to be one of the poorer tracts, given the rocky nature of the slope
  and the lowness of the valley, plagued in winter by those mists so dreaded by Cato. Across the wooded stream, to the west, were the holdings of her cousin Publius Claudius; from my high vantage I
  could just glimpse the roof of his massive villa above the treetops. Beyond the low wall to the north was the property of another cousin, Manius Claudius; because of the distance I could see little
  of his land and nothing of his house. Across the Cassian Way, to the east, the land became steep and rocky at the base of the mountain the locals called Mount Argentum, whose upper reaches were
  wreathed by a dark forest. This property was owned by Claudias cousin, Gnaeus Claudius, and was said to be prime land for hunting boar and deer. There was also, drilled somewhere into the
  heart of the mountain, a deep silver mine. The mine, however, was said to have been exhausted long ago. I could clearly see the winding trail that led up the mountains side and disappeared
  over a pine-studded shoulder; where once many slaves must have trekked in continuous labour, the way had become disused and overgrown and was now a path for goats.


  Of all these properties, it was generally agreed that that of Lucius Claudius, my benefactor, was much the best, and Lucius, by his will, had left it to me. The Claudii, in the name of young
  Gnaeus and represented by a veritable legion of advocates, had contested the will, but to no avail. I had had my day in a Roman court, and the farm was mine. Why was it not enough?


  Truly, its a beautiful place, said Claudia, gazing down at the red tiled roof and the cultivated earth. When I was a girl, it was quite rundown; Cousin Lucius took no
  interest at all in the place, and let it fall to ruin. Then, oh, about fifteen years ago  just after he met you and you had your first adventure together  he took a sudden interest in
  the place and began to come here quite often. He purchased Aratus and installed him as foreman, planted new vineyards and olive orchards, brought in new slaves, refurbished the house. He turned the
  farm into quite a lucrative enterprise, as well as a retreat from the city. We were all amazed at his success. And distressed at his sudden demise last year, alas, she sighed.


  And disappointed in his choice of an heir, I added quietly.


  Now, Gordianus, you must not bear a grudge. You cant blame my Cousin Gnaeus for bringing that suit against you; Lucius was his cousin, and we all expected Gnaeus to inherit,
  since his own property is good only for hunting, not for farming, and the silver mine was long ago exhausted. Alas, Cicero put your case quite brilliantly, as usual  youre very lucky
  to have had access to the great man, and we all envy you. Swayed by Ciceros arguments, the court in Rome ruled that Luciuss will was valid, and that was that. Luciuss fortune
  was not small; he had many other wonderful possessions, which he settled among his blood relations. I myself inherited his mothers jewellery and his town house on the Palatine Hill in the
  city. To you he gave his Etruscan farm. We have all reconciled ourselves to the fact.


  I know that you have, Claudia, but Im not so sure about your cousins.


  Why? Have they been harassing you somehow?


  Not exactly. I havent seen either Gnaeus or Manius since our day in court, but each of them sent a messenger to tell my foreman to be sure to keep my slaves off their property
   that is, unless I cared to have a slave returned to me with a limb missing.


  Claudia frowned and shook her head. Regrettable. How about Publius? Hes the oldest and has always had a level head.


  Actually, Publius and I may be going to court soon.


  No! But why?


  There seems to be some disagreement about the stream that marks the boundary of our two farms. The deed I inherited from Lucius clearly indicates that I have the right to use the stream
  and anything in the stream as I wish, but Publius recently sent me a letter in which he claims that such rights belong to him exclusively.


  Oh, dear!


  The lawyers will sort it out eventually. Meanwhile, yesterday some of my slaves were washing some clothes downstream from some of Publiuss slaves, who deliberately stirred up the
  water so that it was full of mud, which prompted the women on my side to hurl insults at the women on the opposite bank, until more than insults were hurled. The two foremen finally arrived to stop
  the altercation, but not until one of my women had been struck on the head by a flying rock.


  Was she seriously hurt?


  No, but there was plenty of blood, and the wound will leave a scar. If I had a litigious nature Id demand that Publius buy me a replacement.


  Claudia slapped her hands on her knees. Intolerable! I had no idea that such provocations were being imposed on you, Gordianus. Really, I will have a word with my dear relatives and see
  if I cant intervene on behalf of good neighbourly relations, not to mention common sense and law and order!


  She was so dramatically outraged that I laughed. Your intervention on my behalf would be most appreciated, Claudia.


  Its the least I can do. Really, constant litigation and neighbourly ill will may be the rule in the city, but here in the country such unpleasantness has no place. Here, all should
  be tranquillity, fertility, and domesticity, as Lucius himself used to say.


  Yes, I remember him using those very words once, when he was making ready to leave the city for the farm. I glanced down at the stream and then above the treetops to the roof of
  Publiuss house, felt a vague uneasiness, then looked away and resolved to think of something else. You saw Lucius often when he visited the farm?


  Oh, I never missed seeing him whenever he came. Such a sweet man  but you know that. We would come and sit on this very ridgetop, on these very stumps, and gaze down on the farm,
  and make plans for the future. He was going to build a little mill house down by the stream. Did you know that?


  No.


  Yes, with a great waterwheel, and one set of gears for grinding meal and another set for grinding stones dug out of Gnaeuss mine. It all sounded very ambitious and complex, but
  Lucius thought he could design the workings himself. A pity he died as he did, so suddenly.


  Suddenly is best, I think. Ive known many men who were less fortunate.


  Yes, I suppose it would be worse to die slowly, or alone . . .


  Instead, Lucius died very swiftly, with hundreds of people around  crossing the Forum, where he was known and liked by just about everyone. Laughing and joking with his entourage
   so I was later told  when he suddenly gripped his chest and collapsed. He died almost at once; he suffered only a little. The funeral was quite an affair  so many loving
  friends, from all walks of life. I smiled, remembering. He had put his will into the keeping of the Vestal Virgins, as many rich men do. I had no idea, until I was called to see it
  for myself, that he had left anything to me at all. And there it was, the deed to his Etruscan farm, together with a worn copy of Catos On Farming. I suppose he must have heard me
  daydreaming from time to time about retiring to the countryside, escaping all the madness in Rome. Of course, those were only idle dreams  what man of my means could ever afford to buy a
  decent farm, with all the slaves necessary to run it?


  And a year later here you are, with that very dream realized.


  Yes, thanks to Lucius.


  And yet I find you brooding up here on the hilltop, like Jupiter looking down on burning Troy.


  Blame the behaviour of certain of my neighbours, I said ruefully.


  Granted, but there is something else that troubles you.


  I shrugged. This morning Aratus and I almost came to blows. He thinks Im an impossible, pompous ass from the city who knows nothing about farming and only wants to get in his way.
  I suppose I must look rather ridiculous to him, fussing about details I only half understand and quoting to him from Cato.


  And how does he look to you?


  I know that Lucius thought highly of him, but it seems to me that the farm is not run nearly as efficiently as it could be. Theres too much waste.


  Oh, how I hate waste! said Claudia. I never allow my slaves to throw anything away if I can possibly make use of it.


  Well, between Aratus and myself its been one battle after another ever since I arrived last autumn. Perhaps I am a pompous ass from the city who knows nothing about farming,
  but I do know waste when I see it, and I can read Cato. And beneath that, theres something about Aratus I dont trust. Perhaps Im simply not used to owning so many slaves and
  having to manage them all, especially not a slave as strong-willed and sure of himself as Aratus. I gather that Lucius generally gave him the run of the farm, so that my arrival was a great
  inconvenience to him. He looks on me as a thorn in his side. I look on him the way you might look on a horse you dont trust; you must have the beast to get where youre going, but
  secretly you suspect hell throw you. I find myself sniping at him constantly. He reacts by acting surly and impertinent.


  Claudia nodded sympathetically. Ah, a good foreman is always hard to find. But the joys of farm life far outweigh the travails, or so Ive always found. I think more than Aratus is
  bothering you, Gordianus.


  I looked at her sidelong. Her probing was beginning to touch on tender spots. I suppose I should confess that I miss my elder son.


  Ah, young Eco. I met him when he helped you move in last autumn. A fine-looking young man. Why is he not here with you?


  Hes taken over my house on the Esquiline Hill in the city and seems quite content there. Well, you cant expect a young man of twenty-seven to choose the tranquillity of
  country life over the distractions of the city. Besides, hes newly married; the girl no doubt prefers to run her own household. Can you imagine a young bride competing with Bethesda for
  command of a household? I shudder at the thought. There would be no tranquillity in that! Also, his work is there. He does the sort of things that I used to do  dangerous, and I worry. Rome
  has become a dreadful place . . .


  One must let them go their own way eventually. Or so Ive heard. And you still have children at home.


  Yes, they were at each others throats when I left the house. Meto is old enough to know better. Hell turn sixteen next month and put on his toga of manhood. He has no
  business fighting with Diana. Shes only six. But she does delight in tormenting him . . .


  Diana? Is that what you call her for short?


  Well, Gordiana is too big a name for such a small girl, dont you agree? Besides, the name of the goddess suits her; she loves wild things. Shes happy here in the country. I
  have to be careful that she doesnt go wandering too far on her own.


  Ah, how big the farm must seem to a six-year-old. This ridge must be a mountain, the wall a great fortification, the stream a mighty river. And Meto, does he like the country?


  He grew up away from the city, down in Baiae, on the coast. Claudia looked at me oddly. Adopted, like his older brother, I explained. I did not add that Meto had been
  born a slave; others might discover that fact, but not from me. So country ways come naturally to him. He was happy enough in the city, but he likes it here as well.


  And your wife, Bethesda?


  There are women who have the power to remake whatever corner of the world they occupy to suit themselves; she is one. Besides, all places pale when compared to her native Alexandria. Rome
  could not match it, so why should the Etruscan countryside? But in truth I think she misses the big markets and the gossip, the smell of fish at the waterfront, the crush of the Forum on festival
  days, all the rush and madness of the city.


  And you?


  What about me?


  Do you miss those things?


  Not for a moment!


  She looked at me shrewdly, but not without sympathy. Gordianus, I have not been the sole mistress and overseer of two generations of conniving slaves, not to mention the customer of every
  cunning auctioneer and merchant between here and Rome for the last forty years, without learning to discern when a man is being less than honest with me. You are not happy here, and the reason has
  nothing to do with quarrelling neighbours or missing your son in the city. You are homesick.


  Nonsense!


  You are bored.


  With a farm to run?


  And lonely.


  With my family around me?


  Not bored because you have nothing to do; bored because you miss the unexpected adventures of the city. Not lonely for lack of loved ones, but lonely for new strangers to come into your
  life. Oh, the loneliness for strangers is nothing new to country dwellers; I have known it all my life. Dont you think I grow weary of my little circle of Cousin Publius and Cousin Manius
  and Cousin Gnaeus and their slaves, and long for a new face to appear in my world? Which is why I like talking to you, Gordianus. But I was raised in the country and you in the city, so it must be
  much worse for you, this boredom and loneliness.


  Well, there may be some truth in what you say, Claudia, but you cant say that I miss the city. I couldnt wait to leave it! Its all right for younger men, or those who
  are driven by their vices  there is no place like Rome for a man to satisfy his ambition for power or his lust or greed, or to die in the pursuit. No, Ive turned my back on all that.
  The fact that Lucius died and left me this farm was the will of the gods, smiling on me, showing me a way out. Rome has become unlivable  filthy, overcrowded, noisy, and violent. Only a
  madman could go on living there!


  But your work


  I miss that least of all! Do you know what I did for a living? I called myself a Finder. Advocates hired me to find proof of their enemys crimes. Politicians  may I never
  see another!  hired me to uncover scandal about their adversaries. I once thought that I served truth, and through truth, justice, but truth and justice are meaningless words in Rome. They
  might as well be obliterated from the Latin tongue. I discover a man is guilty of some heinous crime, only to see him acquitted by a bribed panel of judges! I learn that a man is innocent, then see
  him convicted on spurious evidence and hounded out of the city! I discover that the scandal attached to a powerful man is true enough, but for all that he is a sound and honest man who has only the
  same failings as other men; even so, the scandal is all that anyone cares about, and he is expelled from the Senate, and the true reason is some political manoeuvring by his enemies, whose true
  agenda I can only guess at. Meanwhile a total scoundrel charms the mob and bribes their leaders and gets himself elected consul! I used to think that Rome was growing worse and worse, but it was I
  who changed. Ive grown too old and weary to stomach such beastliness any longer.


  To this tirade Claudia made no answer. She raised her eyebrows and shifted a bit uncomfortably at such an outburst of passion, then joined me in gazing silently at the view. A plume of smoke
  ascended from the kitchen. The muffled pounding of mallets, swung by the slaves repairing the goat pen, echoed up from the valley, along with the bleating of a kid which had wandered through the
  breach and was lost in the high grass of the hayfield. A young slave had gone looking for it, but was headed in the wrong direction. Over on the Cassian Way, coming down from the north, was a train
  of wagons, their contents battened down and covered by heavy sheets of canvas. To judge by the retinue of armed guards, the contents were quite valuable  probably a shipment of vases from
  the famous workshops at Arretium on its way down to Rome. Heading north on the road, about to meet and pass the wagons, was a long file of slaves with heavy loads on their backs, driven by men on
  horseback. Their chains were new and glinted in the noonday sun. Beyond the road, up on the slope of Mount Argentum and just across from our high vantage point on the ridge, a herd of unattended
  goats negotiated the winding path that led to Gnaeuss abandoned silver mine. A faint bleating, barely audible, echoed across the hot, still air.


  And yet . . . I sighed.


  Yes, Gordianus?


  And yet . . . do you know what this makes me think of, sitting here and gazing down on the scene?


  Of Rome?


  Yes, Claudia, of Rome! The city has seven hills, and every hill affords a different view. I was thinking of one in particular, on the Quirinal Hill, just up from the Fontinal Gate. You
  can see all of the northern quadrant of Rome. On a clear summer day like this, the Tiber sparkles beneath the sun as if it were on fire. The great Flaminian Way is thronged with carts and men on
  horseback. The Circus Flaminius looms up in the middle distance, looking enormous and yet like a toy; the crowded little tenements and shops cluster around it like sucklings to their mother. Beyond
  the city wall lies the Field of Mars, hazy with dust from the racers in their chariots. The sounds and odours of the city rise up on the warm air like the breath of the city itself.


  You miss the city, Gordianus.


  Yes, I sighed. For all its danger and corruption, for all its meanness and squalor  still, I miss the city.


  We looked down again in silence. The slave had found the kid, which bleated and kicked at being dragged through the high grass. A kitchen girl brought a draught of water to the slaves at the
  goat pen, and their mallets fell silent. In the stillness I could hear Aratus shouting in a shrill voice at one of the slaves in the vineyard: Wrong, the whole row is wrong! Redo them, every
  one! Then all was quiet again, except for the buzzing of bees in the woods behind us.


  Actually, Gordianus, I was hoping to find you here on the ridge today.


  Yes, Claudia?


  As you know, election time is close at hand.


  Dont remind me. After last summers farce I never care to witness another such disgusting spectacle.


  Nevertheless, some of us have kept our civic spirit. Next month the election for the two consuls will be held in Rome. Its a tradition for our branch of the Claudii  the
  Etruscan country cousins, we call ourselves  to gather beforehand, decide which candidate to support, and choose a representative to send to Rome to vote. This year it falls my turn to play
  hostess to this little gathering. Never mind that my house is modest and I havent the household slaves to properly provide for such a conclave; duty is duty. The gathering will be at the end
  of the month. It would help tremendously if I could borrow your cook and some of your kitchen slaves for the occasion. Id need them for only a couple of days beforehand, to help prepare the
  feast, and then on the day of the gathering itself to help serve. Three days in all. Would it be too great an imposition, Gordianus?


  Of course not.


  I shall repay you somehow. You never know when youll need to borrow an ox or some bundles of hay. Its the way that country neighbours should help each other, yes?


  Yes, indeed.


  And I trust that you wont instruct your slaves to slip a bit of poison into the feast  that would be too drastic a solution to your troublesome neighbours, eh?


  It was a joke, of course, but in such bad taste that I winced instead of smiling. In Rome I had encountered more cases of poisoning than I cared to remember.


  Come, Gordianus, dont cringe! Seriously, Ill take the opportunity to have a word with my relations about their uncivil treatment of you.


  That would be appreciated.


  Any advice on this years slate of candidates? Your friend Cicero seems to be having quite a successful year as consul. We bear him no grudge, of course, even though he represented
  you in the case of Luciuss will. You must be proud to have such a friend. As consul, hes turned out better than any of us expected  too bad he cant serve two years in a
  row. At least last year he kept that wild-eyed madman Catilina out of office. Now Catilina is running again this year, and appears unstoppable, or so says


  Please, Claudia  no politics!


  But of course; youre sick of all that.


  Quite. I may miss Rome, but I dont miss


  At that moment I heard a high voice calling from the valley below. It was Diana, sent by her mother to fetch me for the midday meal. I watched her step from the library doorway into the herb
  garden. Her long hair was uncommonly thick and black for a child, glinting almost blue in the sunlight. She was dressed in a bright yellow tunic with her arms and legs bare. Her skin was tanned to
  a dark bronze, the gift of her Egyptian mother. She ran through the gate and skipped quickly along the path, passed the goat pens and the vineyards and disappeared in the olive orchard at the foot
  of the hill. Through the foliage I glimpsed the yellow tunic approaching and heard her laughing: I see you, Papa! I see you, Papa!


  A moment later she was rushing into my arms, giggling and out of breath.


  Diana, do you remember our neighbour? This is Claudia.


  Yes, I remember her. Do you live up here in the woods? said Diana.


  Claudia laughed. No, my dear, this is only where I come to visit your father from time to time. I live down in the valley on the other side of this ridge, on my own little farm. You must
  come and visit me some time.


  Diana looked at her gravely for a moment, then turned to me. Mama says you must come at once or she shall throw your food into the pen and let the goats eat it!


  Claudia and I both laughed and rose from the stumps. She said farewell and disappeared into the woods. Diana wrapped her little arms around my neck and I carried her down the hillside all the
  way to the house.


  After the midday meal, the day grew even warmer. Everyone  animals, slaves, and children alike  found a shaded place and dozed in the heat. Everyone but me. I went to the library
  and took out some parchment and a stylus. I began to draw wheels with notches that fit into other wheels, trying to imagine the water mill that Lucius Claudius had planned to construct down on the
  stream.


  All was peace and contentment, yet I was not bored at all. I had been mad, I decided, to tell Claudia that I missed the murderous intrigues of the city. Nothing and no one in this world, neither
  man nor god, could ever persuade me to return to such a life.
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  I was contemplating the problem of the water mill again ten days later when Aratus brought the cook and his two young assistants into my library. Congrio was a heavy man; what
  good cook is not? As Lucius Claudius had once remarked, a cook whose creations are not so tempting that he stuffs himself with stolen delicacies is not a cook worth having. Congrio was not
  Luciuss best cook  that post had been reserved for Luciuss house on the Palatine Hill in Rome, where he entertained his friends. But Lucius had not been a man to stint himself
  of culinary pleasures no matter where he went, and his country cook was more than skilful enough to delight my palate.


  In the heat of the morning Congrio was already sweating. His two assistants stood to each side and slightly behind him, respectful of his authority.


  I dismissed Aratus and asked Congrio and his helpers to step closer. I explained my intention to lend them to Claudia for the next few days. Congrio knew Claudia, because she had dined with his
  late master from time to time. She had always been pleased with his work, he assured me, and he was certain he would please her again and give me cause to be proud of him.


  Good, I said, thinking it might help to smooth matters with the Claudii to render them this favour. There is one other thing . . .


  Yes, Master.


  You will do your best for the Claudii, of course; you will obey Claudia, and Claudias own cook as well, since you will be serving in her house.


  Of course, Master; I understand.


  And also, Congrio . . .


  Yes, Master? He wrinkled his fleshy brow.


  You will say nothing to embarrass me while you are in Claudias service.


  Of course not, Master! He seemed genuinely hurt.


  You will not exchange gossip with the other slaves, or trade opinions of your respective masters, or pass along what you may perceive to be my opinions.


  Master, I fully understand the proper behaviour of a slave who has been lent to a friend of his master.


  Im sure you do. Only, while you keep your mouth closed, I want you to keep your ears open.


  Master? He inclined his head, seeking clarification.


  This applies more to your assistants than to you, since I assume you may not leave the kitchen at all, while they may assist in serving the Claudii at their meal. The family will mostly
  be discussing politics and the upcoming consular elections; about that I care nothing, and you may ignore whatever they say. But if you should happen to hear my name mentioned, or any other matter
  concerning this farm, prick up your ears. Indicate no interest, but note what is said and by whom. Do not discuss the details among yourselves, but remember them. When you return, I will want to
  hear any such details, faithfully recounted. Do you understand, all of you?


  Congrio drew back with a sudden look of self-importance and nodded gravely. His assistants, watching him for their lead, did likewise. What makes a slave feel more warmly wicked than to be
  commissioned as a spy?


  Good. About the instructions I have just given, you will say nothing, not even to the other slaves. Not even to Aratus, I added. They nodded again.


  After I sent them on their way, I stepped to the window and leaned out, breathing in the warm fragrance of mowed grass. The bloom was finally off the grass, and the slaves had begun to make hay.
  I also noted the figure of Aratus walking quickly alongside the house, his back turned to me, as if he had been standing by the window and listening to everything I said.


  It was two days later, in the afternoon, when the stranger arrived.


  I had taken a stroll to the stream and had settled on a grassy slope, my back against the trunk of a spreading oak, a wax tablet on my knees and a stylus in my hand. In my imagination a mill
  began to take shape on the bank of the stream. I tried to draw what I saw in my mind, but my fingers were clumsy. I smoothed the wax with the edge of my hand and started again.


  Papa! Papa! Dianas voice came from somewhere behind me and echoed off the opposite bank. I stayed quiet and continued to draw. The result was no more satisfactory the second
  time. I rubbed the tablet clear again.


  Papa! Why didnt you answer me? Diana stepped in front of me, putting her hands on her hips in imitation of her mother.


  Because I was hiding from you, I said, beginning a fresh mark in the wax.


  Thats silly. You know I can always find you.


  Really? Then I hardly need to answer when you call, do I?


  Papa! She rolled her eyes, imitating Bethesda again, then collapsed on the grass beside me as if suddenly exhausted. While I drew, she contorted herself into a wheel and pulled at
  her toes, then lay flat again and squinted up at the sunlight that filtered through the oak canopy above. Its true that I can always find you, you know.


  Can you? And how is that?


  Because Meto taught me how. Meto says that you taught him. I can follow your footsteps in the grass and always find you.


  Really? I said, impressed. Im not sure that I like that.


  What are you drawing?


  Its called a mill. A little house with a great wheel that dips into the water. The flowing water turns the wheel, which turns other wheels, which will grind corn, or stones, or a
  little girls fingers if she isnt careful.


  Papa!


  Dont worry, its just an idea. A problem, if you like, and probably too complicated for me ever to solve it.


  Meto says that you can solve any problem.


  Does he? I put the tablet aside. She squirmed and rolled on the grass and laid her head in my lap. The broken sunlight spangled her hair, jet black in shadow and shot through with
  lustrous rainbows, like oil on water, where the light struck it. I had never seen a child with hair so black. Her eyes were also black, very deep and clear as only a childs eyes can be. A
  bird flitted above us. I watched Diana follow it with her gaze, amazed at the beauty of her least movement. She reached for the tablet and stylus, stretching her body awkwardly, and held them above
  her.


  I dont see a picture at all, she said.


  Its not very good, I admitted.


  Can I draw over it?


  Yes.


  She did a thorough job of obliterating my tentative lines with her small hand, then set to drawing. I stroked her hair and studied my imaginary mill by the stream. At length, across the water,
  two women emerged from the woods. They were kitchen slaves carrying clay jugs. They saw me and gave a start, conferred for a moment with their heads close together, then disappeared back into the
  woods. A little later I glimpsed something farther down the stream and saw them stepping down to the waters edge at a less convenient place. They dipped their jugs into the current, hoisted
  them onto their shoulders, and struggled up the steep bank and into the woods. Had Publius Claudius told them I was a monster who would eat them?


  This is you! announced Diana, turning the tablet about and thrusting it towards me. Among the squiggles and curlicues I could barely make out a face. She was an even poorer
  draftsman than myself, I thought, but not by much.


  Extraordinary! I said. Another Iaia Cyzicena is among us!


  Who is She stumbled over the unfamiliar name.


  Iaia, born in the city of Cyzicus, on the Sea of Marmara far away. She is a great painter, one of the greatest of our day. I met her down in Baiae, when your brother Meto first came into
  my life.


  Did Meto know her?


  He did.


  Will I ever meet her?


  It is always possible. Nine years had passed since the events in Baiae, and Iaia had not been so very old. She might yet live long enough for Diana to know her. Perhaps one
  day you and Iaia may meet and compare your drawings.


  Papa, what is a Minotaur?


  A Minotaur? I laughed at the abrupt change of subject. So far as I know, there was only ever one, the Minotaur. A terrible creature, the offspring of a woman and a
  bull; they say it had a bulls head and a mans body. It lived on a faraway island called Crete, where a wicked king kept it in a place called the Labyrinth, a great maze.


  A maze?


  Yes, with walls like this. I wiped the tablet clean and set about drawing a maze. Every year the king gave the Minotaur young boys and girls to eat. They would make the
  children enter here, you see, and the Minotaur would be waiting for them here. This went on for a very long time, until a hero named Theseus entered the Labyrinth and slew the
  Minotaur.


  He killed it?


  Yes.


  Are you sure?


  Quite.


  Completely sure?


  Yes.


  Good!


  Why do you ask about the Minotaur? I said, anticipating the answer.


  Because Meto has been saying that if Im not good, youll feed me to it. But youve just said that its dead.


  Ah, so it is.


  So Meto is wrong! She rolled out of my lap. Oh, Papa, I almost forgot! Mama sent me to fetch you. Its important.


  Yes? I raised an eyebrow, imagining some dispute with the unskilled slaves who were overseeing the kitchen in Congrios absence.


  Yes! Theres a man whos come to see you, a man on horseback all the way from Rome, all covered with dust.


  It was not one man, but three. Two of them were slaves, or more precisely bodyguards, to judge from their size and the daggers at their belts. The slaves had not entered the house, but stood
  outside with their horses, drinking water from a jug. Their master awaited me just inside the house, in the little formal courtyard with its fishpond and flowers.


  He was a tall, strikingly handsome young man with dark eyes. His wavy black hair was trimmed short over his ears but left long on top, so that black curls fell carelessly about his smooth
  forehead. His beard was trimmed and blocked so that it was no more than a black strap across his chin and upper lip, accentuating his high cheekbones and red lips. As Diana had said, he was dusty
  from his journey, but the dust did not hide the fashionable and expensive-looking cut of his red tunic or the quality of his riding shoes. He looked familiar; a face from the Forum, I thought.


  A slave had brought him a folding chair to sit on. He stood up as I entered and put down the cup of watered wine from which he had been drinking. Gordianus, he said,
  its good to see you again. Country life agrees with you. His tone was casual, but it carried the polish of an orators training.


  Do I know you? I said. My eyes fail me. The sunlight is so bright outside, here in the shade I cant see you clearly . . .


  Forgive me! Im Marcus Caelius. Weve met before, but theres no reason you should remember me.


  Ah, yes, I said. I see you more clearly now. Youre a protg of Ciceros  and also of Crassus, I believe. Youre right, weve
  met before, no doubt at Ciceros house or in the Forum. Memories of Rome are so irrelevant here, I sometimes have a hard time recollecting. And the beard fooled me. The beard is definitely
  new.


  He reached up and stroked it proudly. Yes, I was probably clean-shaven when we met. Youve grown a beard, as well.


  Mere laziness  not to mention cowardice. At my age a man needs every drop of blood he has to keep his bones warm. Is that the fashion in Rome these days? The way you trim it, I
  mean.


  Yes. Among a certain set. There was a trace of smugness in his voice that put me off.


  The girl has already brought you some wine, I see.


  Yes. Its quite good.


  A modest vintage. My late friend Lucius Claudius was rather proud of it. Are you on your way from Rome to some point farther north?


  Ive come from Rome, yes, but this is my destination.


  Really? My heart sank. I had hoped he was merely passing through.


  I have business with you, Gordianus the Finder.


  Its Gordianus the Farmer now, if you dont mind.


  Whatever. He shrugged. Perhaps we could retire to another room?


  The courtyard is the coolest and most comfortable place at this time of day.


  But perhaps theres another place more private, where we might be less likely to be overheard, he suggested. My heart sank again.


  Marcus Caelius, its good to see you again, truly. The day is hot and the road is dusty. Im glad I can give you a cup of cool wine and a respite from your horse. Perhaps you
  require more than a drink and a brief rest? Very well, my hospitality is not exhausted. To ride all the way from Rome to my door and back again in a single day would challenge even a man as young
  and fit as you appear to be, and so I will gladly offer you accommodations for the night, if you wish. But unless you want to talk about haymaking or pressing olive oil or tending the vine, you and
  I have no business to discuss. I have given up my old livelihood.


  So Ive heard, he said amiably, with an undaunted glimmer in his eyes. But you neednt worry. I havent come to offer you work.


  No?


  No. Ive come merely to ask a favour. Not for myself, you understand, but on behalf of the highest citizen in the land.


  Cicero, I sighed. I might have known.


  When a duly elected consul calls him to duty, what Roman can refuse? said Caelius. Especially considering the ties that bind the two of you. Are you sure theres not
  another room that might be more appropriate for our discussion?


  My library is more private . . . if hardly more secure, I added under my breath, remembering my glimpse of Aratus skulking away from the window two days before.
  Come.


  Once there, I shut the door behind us and offered him a chair. I sat near the door to the herb garden, so that I could see anyone approaching, and kept an eye on the window above Caeliuss
  shoulder, where I had caught Aratus eavesdropping. What have you come for, Marcus Caelius? I said, dropping all pretence of pleasant conversation. Ill tell you right now
  that I will not go back to the city. If you need someone to spy for you or dig up trouble, you can go to my son Eco, though I hardly wish it on him.


  No one is asking you to come back to Rome, said Caelius soothingly.


  No?


  Not at all. Quite the opposite. Indeed, the very fact that you are now living in the countryside is what makes you so appropriate for the purpose Cicero has in mind.


  I dont like the sound of that.


  Caelius smiled thinly. Cicero said you wouldnt.


  Im not a tool that Cicero can pick up whenever he wishes, or bend to his purpose at will; I never was and never will be. No matter that hes consul for the year, hes
  still only a citizen, as I am. I have every right to refuse him.


  But you dont even know what hes asking of you. Caelius seemed amused.


  Whatever it is, I wont like it.


  Perhaps not, but would you refuse an opportunity to serve the state?


  Please, Caelius, no empty calls to patriotism.


  The call is not empty. His face became serious. The threat is very real. Oh, I understand your cynicism, Gordianus. I may have lived only half as long as you, but Ive
  seen my share of treachery and corruption in the Forum, enough for ten lifetimes!


  Considering his political education at the side of men like Crassus and Cicero, he was probably speaking the truth. Cicero himself had trained him in oratory, and the pupil did his master proud;
  the words that poured from his lips were polished like precious stones. He might have been an actor or a singer. I found myself listening to him in spite of myself.


  The state stands poised on the brink of a terrible catastrophe, Gordianus. If it steps over that brink  or is pushed, against the will of every decent citizen  the descent
  will be more abrupt and harrowing than anything weve known before. Certain parties are determined to destroy the Republic once and for all. Imagine the Senate awash in blood. Imagine a
  return of the dictator Sullas proscriptions, when any citizen could be named an enemy of the state for no reason at all  you must remember gangs running through the streets, carrying
  severed heads to the Forum to receive their bounty from Sullas coffers. Only this time the anarchy will spread unceasingly, like waves from a great stone cast into a pond. This time the
  enemies of the state are determined not to reform it, at whatever bloody cost, but to smash it altogether. You own a farm now, Gordianus; do you want to see it taken from you by force? It will
  happen, most certainly; because in the new order everything already established will be usurped and thrown down, ground into the dust. The fact that you no longer live in Rome will provide no
  protection to you or your family. Bury your head in a haystack if you wish, but dont be surprised when someone comes up behind you and cuts it clean off.


  I sat for a long moment in silence, unblinking. At last I managed to shake my head and suck in a breath. Well done, Marcus Caelius! I said. For a moment there, you had me
  entirely under your spell! Cicero has taught you exceedingly well. Such rhetoric could make any mans hair stand on end!


  He raised his eyebrows, then his lids grew heavy. Cicero said you would be unreasonable. I told him he should have sent that slave of his, Tiro. Tiro you know and trust


  Tiro I sincerely like and respect, because he is such a kind and openhearted man, but I would have beaten him back with words at every turn, which is no doubt precisely why Cicero did not
  send him. No, he did very well to send you as his agent, Marcus Caelius, but he did not count on the depth of my disgust with Roman politics, or the strength of my resolve to steer clear of any
  involvement with his consulship.


  Then what Ive said so far means nothing to you?


  Only that youve mastered the skill of making insanely exaggerated statements as if you sincerely believed them.


  But every word is true. I exaggerate nothing.


  Caelius, please! Youre a Roman politician in the making. You are not allowed to speak the truth, and you are absolutely required to exaggerate everything.


  He sat back, momentarily rebuffed but regrouping, as I could see from the glimmer in his eyes. He stroked his narrow beard. Very well, you care nothing for the Republic. But surely you at
  least retain some vestige of your personal honour as a Roman.


  You are in my house, Caelius. Do not insult me.


  Very well, I wont. I will argue with you no longer. I will simply remind you of a favour you owe to Marcus Tullius Cicero, and request on his behalf that you pay back that favour
  now. Having faith in your honour as a Roman, I know you wont refuse.


  I shifted in my seat uneasily. I glanced over my shoulder, through the doorway into the herb garden, where a wasp was buzzing among the leaves. I sighed, already sensing defeat. I assume
  you refer to the case that Cicero argued on my behalf last summer?


  I do. You inherited this estate from the late Lucius Claudius. His family, quite reasonably, contested the will. The Claudii are a very old and distinguished patrician clan, whereas you
  are a plebeian with no ancestry at all, a dubious career, and a most irregular family. You might very well have lost your case, and with it any claim to this farm where you have so comfortably
  retired from the city you claim to loathe so much. For that you can thank Cicero, and dont deny it  I was in the court that day and I heard his arguments myself. I have seldom
  witnessed such eloquence  excuse me, untruths and exaggerations, if you prefer. It was you who asked Cicero to speak for you. He might well have declined. He had just finished a gruelling
  political campaign, and as consul-elect he was pressed on all sides with obligations and requests. Yet he took time to prepare your case and to present it himself. Afterwards, Cicero asked no
  payment for his service to you; he spoke on your behalf to honour you, acknowledging the many occasions on which you have assisted him since the trial of Sextus Roscius, seventeen years
  ago.1 Cicero doesnt forget his friends. Does Gordianus?


  I looked out at the herb garden, avoiding his gaze. I watched the wasp, envying its freedom. Oh, Cicero trained you well indeed! I said under my breath.


  He did, Caelius acknowledged quietly, with a crooked smile of triumph on his lips.


  What does Cicero want from me? I growled.


  Only a small favour.


  I pursed my lips. You try my patience, Marcus Caelius.


  He laughed good-naturedly, as if to say: Very well, Ive bested you and will toy with you no longer. Cicero wishes that you should play host to a certain senator. He asks you to
  open your house to this senator whenever he wishes and provide a haven for him, a safe retreat from the city. You should understand the need for that.


  Who is this senator? A friend of Ciceros, or someone to whom he owes a favour?


  Not exactly.


  Then who?


  Catilina.


  What!


  Lucius Sergius Catilina.


  Cicero wishes me to provide a safe haven for his worst enemy? What sort of plot is this?


  The plot is Catilinas. The point is to stop it.


  I vigorously shook my head. I want no part of this!


  Your honour, Gordianus


  To Hades with you! I rose from my chair so abruptly that I knocked it to the floor. I stepped out of the door and crossed the herb garden, waving the wasp out of my way, and strode
  through the gate without looking back.


  I turned towards the front of the house, then remembered that Caeliuss bodyguards were loitering there. The sight of them would only make me more furious. I spun around and circled
  towards the rear of the house. An instant later I glimpsed a figure crouching beneath the library window. Aratus, I thought, spying on me again!


  I opened my mouth, but the curse died stillborn in my throat. The figure turned towards me  and it was Meto, not Aratus, who looked me square in the face. He put a finger to his lips and
  backed cautiously away from the window, then scurried to my side, looking not the least bit guilty for eavesdropping on his own father.
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