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    ‘The best of two genres: a faithful and breezy historical novel and an entertaining whodunit.’
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    ‘Sensuously written ... spellbinding.’
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    ‘Saylor has acquired the information of a historian but he enjoys the gifts of a born novelist.’
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  In ancient myth, the Egyptian god Horus (whom the Romans called Harpocrates) came upon Venus engaged in one of her many love affairs. Cupid, her son, gave a rose to Horus as a 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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  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)


  December (29 days)


  
    Kalends: the first day of the month

  


  Nones: the fifth or seventh day


  Ides: the thirteenth or fifteenth day
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    THE STORY OPENS ON 9 AUGUST 48 BC SOME DATES CITED BELOW ARE CONJECTURAL. THE ENTRIES THAT MENTION CASSANDRA ARE FICTIONAL.

  


  
    
      	
        BC82–80

      

      	
        Sulla rules Rome as dictator.

      
    


    
      	
        73

      

      	
        The Vestal Fabia is tried for breaking her vow of chastity with Catilina. Spartacus begins the great slave revolt, suppressed the next year.

      
    


    
      	
        63

      

      	
        Cicero serves as consul; he suppresses Catilina’s conspiracy.

      
    


    
      	
        56

      

      	
        April: Marcus Caelius is tried for murder with Cicero defending; Clodia is behind the prosecution.

      
    


    
      	
        55

      

      	
        18 November: Milo and Fausta are married.

      
    


    
      	
        52

      

      	
        18 January: Clodius is murdered.

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        April: Milo is tried for the murder of Clodius with Cicero defending, Marc Antony prosecuting; he is convicted and flees to Massilia.

      
    


    
      	
        BC 49

      

      	
        11 or 10 January: Caesar crosses the Rubicon.

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        17 March: Pompey flees across the Adriatic Sea to Greece.

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        19 May: Cicero’s daughter, Tullia, gives birth to a baby, who dies shortly thereafter.

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        7 June: Cicero leaves Italy to join Pompey in Greece.

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        2 August: Pompey’s forces in Spain surrender to Caesar.

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        October: Massilia surrenders to Caesar, who pardons all the Roman exiles there except Milo. Caesar returns to Rome to accept the dictatorship for eleven days, expressly to conduct elections; Caelius elected praetor.

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        November: News of Curio’s death in Africa reaches Caesar in Rome.

      
    


    
      	
        48

      

      	
        5 January: Caesar crosses the Adriatic Sea.

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        Late February: Caelius erects his tribunal next to Trebonius and sets off a riot.

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        Late March: Antony crosses the Adriatic Sea to join Caesar. Caelius sets off a second riot.

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        April: Pompey and Caesar begin military operations at Dyrrachium. The Senate invokes the Ultimate Decree against Caelius. Milo escapes from Massilia to return to Italy.

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        17 July: Pompey nearly overruns Caesar’s forces at Dyrrachium. Caesar decides to withdraw. The theatre of battle moves inland to Thessaly.

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        5 August (the Nones of Sextilis): Cassandra is murdered.

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        9 August: Cassandra is buried. Caesar and Pompey engage in battle near the town of Pharsalus in Thessaly.

      
    

  



  
    
  


  Cassandra:


  Apollo, Apollo!


  Lord of the ways, my ruin


  You have undone me once again, and utterly.


  
    Chorus:

  


  After the darkness of her speech


  I go bewildered in a mist of prophecies.


  
    – Aeschylus, Agamemnon 1080–82; 1112–13
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  The last time I saw Cassandra . . .


  I was about to say: the last time I saw Cassandra was on the day of her death. But that would be untrue. The last time I saw her – gazed upon her face, ran my fingers over her golden hair, dared to touch her cold cheek – was on her funeral day.


  It was I who made all the arrangements. There was no one else to do it. No one else came forward to claim her body.


  I call her Cassandra, but that was not her real name, of course. No parents would ever give a child such an accursed name, any more than they would name a baby Medea or Medusa or Cyclops. Nor would any master give such an ill-omened name to a slave. Others called her Cassandra because of the special gift they believed her to possess. Like the original Cassandra, the doomed princess of ancient Troy, it seemed that our Cassandra could foretell the future. Little good that accursed gift did either of the women who bore that name.


  She called herself what others called her, Cassandra, saying she could no longer remember her real name or who her parents were or where she came from. Some thought the gods had given her glimpses of the future to compensate for robbing her of the past.


  Someone else robbed her of the present. Someone snuffed out the flame that burned inside her and lit her with an inner glow such as I have seen in no other mortal. Someone murdered Cassandra.


  As I said, it fell to me to make the funeral arrangements. No outraged friend or lover, no grieving parent or sibling came forward to claim her. The young man who had been her sole companion, the mute she called Rupa – bodyguard, servant, relative, lover? – vanished when she was murdered.


  For three days her body rested on a bier in the foyer of my house on the Palatine Hill. The embalmers clothed her in white and surrounded her with pine branches to scent the air. Her killer had done nothing to destroy Cassandra’s beauty; it was poison that killed her. Drained of colour, Cassandra’s smooth cheeks and tender lips took on a waxen, opalescent quality, as if she were carved from translucent white marble. The hair that framed her face looked like hammered gold, cold and hard to the touch.


  By day, illuminated by sunbeams that poured through the atrium skylight, she looked no more alive than a white marble statue. But each night, while the rest of the household slept, I stole from my wife’s bed and crept to the foyer to gaze at Cassandra’s body. There were times – strange moments such as occur only in the middle of the night, when the mind is weary and flickering lamplight plays tricks on an old man’s eyes – when it seemed hardly possible that the body on the bier could be truly dead. The lamplight infused Cassandra’s face with a warm glow. Her hair shimmered with highlights of red and yellow. It seemed that at any moment she might open her eyes and part her lips to draw a quickening breath. Once I even dared to touch my lips to hers, but I drew back with a shudder, for they were as cold and unresponsive as the lips of a statue.


  I placed a black wreath on my door. Such wreaths are a warning in one sense, alerting others to the presence of death in the household, but in another sense they issue an invitation: come, pay your final respects. But not a single visitor came to view Cassandra’s body. Not even one of those compulsive gossips came to pester us, the type who make the rounds of the city looking for wreaths and knocking on doors of people they’ve never met, just to have a look at the latest corpse so they can deliver an opinion on the embalmers’ handiwork. I alone mourned Cassandra.


  Perhaps, I thought, death and funerals had become too commonplace in Rome for the passing of a single woman of unknown family, commonly thought to be as mad as – well, as mad as Cassandra – to excite any interest. The whole world was swept up in a civil war that dwarfed all other conflicts in the history of the world. Warriors were dying by the hundreds and thousands on land and on sea. Despairing wives were wasting into oblivion. Ruined debtors were found hanging from rafters. Greedy speculators were stabbed in their sleep. All was ruin, and the future promised only more death and suffering on a scale never known before by humankind. Beautiful Cassandra, who’d haunted the streets of Rome uttering shrill, crazy prophecies, was dead – and no one cared enough to come and see her body.


  And yet, someone had cared enough to murder her.


  When the period of mourning was done, I summoned the strongest of my household slaves to lift the bier onto their shoulders. The members of my household formed the funeral cortege, except for my three-year-old grandson, Aulus, and my wife, Bethesda, who had been ill for quite some time and was not well enough to go out that day. In her place my daughter, Diana, walked beside me, and beside her walked her husband, Davus. Behind us walked my son Eco and his wife, Menenia, and their golden-headed twins, now old enough, at eleven, to understand the sombre nature of the occasion. Hieronymus the Massilian, who had been residing in my house since his arrival in Rome the previous year, also came; he had suffered much in his life and had known the pain of being outcast, so I think he felt a natural bond of sympathy with Cassandra. My household slaves, few in number, followed, among them the brothers Androcles and Mopsus, who were not quite as old as Eco’s children. For once, sensing the gravity of the occasion, they behaved themselves.


  So that all would be done fittingly, I hired three musicians to lead the procession. They played a mournful dirge, one blowing a horn and another a flute, while the third shook a bronze rattle. My neighbours in their stately houses on the Palatine heard them coming from a distance and either closed their shutters, irritated at the noise, or opened them, curious to have a look at the funeral party.


  After the musicians came the hired mourners. I settled for four, the most I could afford considering the state of my finances, even though they worked cheaply. I suppose there was no shortage of women in Rome who could draw upon their own tragedies to produce tears for a woman they had never known. These four had worked together on previous occasions and performed with admirable professionalism. They shivered and wept, shuffled and staggered but never collided, pulled at their tangled hair, and took turns chanting the refrain of the playwright Naevius’ famous epitaph: ‘ “If the death of any mortal saddens hearts immortal, the gods above must weep at this woman’s death . . .” ’


  Next came the mime. I had debated whether to hire one, but in the end it seemed proper. I had been told he came from Alexandria and was the best man in Rome for this sort of thing. He wore a mask with feminine features, a blond wig, and a blue tunica such as Cassandra wore. I myself had coached him on mimicking Cassandra’s gait and mannerisms. For the most part his gestures were too broad and generic, but every so often, whether by accident or design, he struck an attitude that epitomized Cassandra to an uncanny degree and sent a shiver through me.


  Funeral mimes are usually allowed a great deal of latitude to caricature and gently lampoon their subject, but I had forbidden this; it is one thing to sketch a loving parody of a deceased patriarch or a public figure, but too little was known about Cassandra’s life to offer fodder for humour. Still, the mime could not offer a portrait of her without imitating the one thing that everyone would recall about her: her fits of prophecy. Every so often, he suddenly convulsed and spun about, then threw back his head and let out a strange, unnerving ululation. It was not an exact imitation of the real thing, only a suggestion – not even remotely as frightening or uncanny as the real Cassandra’s episodes of possession by the god – but it was close enough to cause any bystanders who had ever seen Cassandra prophesy in the Forum or in a public market to nod and say to themselves, So that’s who’s lying upon that funeral bier. Directly after the mime came Cassandra herself, carried aloft and ensconced amid fresh flowers and evergreen boughs, her arms crossed over her chest and her eyes closed as if she slept. After Cassandra came the members of my household, marching in solemn procession for a woman none of them but myself had actually known.


  We strode slowly past the great houses on the Palatine and then down into the region of the Subura, where the narrow streets teemed with life. Even in these impious days, when men scorn the gods and the gods scorn us in return, people pay their respects when a funeral passes by. They stopped squabbling or gossiping or bargaining, shut their mouths, and stood aside to let the dead and the mourning pass.


  Often, as a funeral cortege makes its way through Rome, others join the retinue, inspired to pay their respects by following along behind the family and adding to the train. This invariably happens with the funerals of the famous and powerful, and often even with those of the humble, if they were well-known and well liked in the community. But on that day, no one joined us. Whenever I looked over my shoulder, I saw only a gap behind the last of our retinue, and then the crowd closing ranks behind us, turning their attention away from the passing spectacle and getting back to their business.


  And yet, we were observed, and we were followed – as I soon would discover.


  At length, we came to the Esquiline Gate. Passing through its portals, we stepped from the city of the living into the city of the dead. Sprawling over the gently sloping hillsides, as far as the eye could see, was the public necropolis of Rome. Here the unmarked graves of slaves and the modest tombs of common citizens were crowded close together. Ours was not the only funeral that day. Here and there, plumes of smoke from funeral pyres rose into the air, scenting the necropolis with the smells of burning wood and flesh.


  A little way off the road, atop a small hill, the pyre for Cassandra had already been prepared. While her bier was being laid upon it and the keepers of the flame set about stoking the fire, I stepped into the Temple of Venus Libitina, where the registry of deaths is kept.


  The clerk who attended me was officious and sullen from the moment he slammed his record book onto the counter that separated us. I told him I wanted to register a death. He opened the hinged wooden diptych with its inlaid wax tablets and took up his stylus.


  ‘Citizen, slave, or foreigner?’ he asked curtly.


  ‘I’m not sure.’


  ‘Not sure?’ He looked at me as if I had entered the temple with the specific intention of wasting his time.


  ‘I didn’t really know her. No one seems to have known her.’


  ‘Not part of your household?’


  ‘No. I’m only attending to her funeral because—’


  ‘A foreigner then, visiting the city?’


  ‘I’m not sure.’


  He slammed shut his record book and brandished his stylus at me. ‘Then go away and don’t come back until you are sure.’


  I reached across the counter and grabbed the front of his tunic in my fist. ‘She died four days ago, here in Rome, and you will enter her death into the registry.’


  The clerk blanched. ‘Certainly,’ he squeaked.


  It was only as I gradually released him that I realized how hard I had been clutching his tunic. His face was red, and it took him a moment to catch his breath. He made a show of reasserting his dignity, straightening his tunic, and slicking back his hair. With great punctiliousness, he opened his register and pressed his stylus to the wax. ‘Name of the deceased?’ he asked, his voice breaking. He coughed to clear his throat.


  ‘I’m not sure,’ I said.


  His mouth twitched. He bit his tongue. He kept his eyes on the register. ‘Nevertheless, I have to put down something for a name.’


  ‘Put down Cassandra, then.’


  ‘Very well.’ He pressed the letters crisply into the hard wax. ‘Her place of origin?’


  ‘I told you, I don’t know.’


  He clicked his tongue. ‘But I have to put something. If she was a Roman citizen, I have to know her family name; and if she was married, her husband’s name. If she was a foreigner, I have to know where she came from. If she was a slave—’


  ‘Then write, “Origin unknown.” ’


  He opened his mouth to speak then thought better of it. ‘Highly irregular,’ he muttered, as he wrote what I told him. ‘I don’t suppose you know the date of her birth?’


  I glowered at him.


  ‘I see. “Birthdate unknown,” then. And the date of her death? Four days ago, you said?’


  ‘Yes. She died on the Nones of Sextilis.’


  ‘And the cause of her death?’


  ‘Poison,’ I said, through gritted teeth. ‘She was poisoned.’


  ‘I see,’ he said, showing no emotion and hurriedly scribbling. ‘With a name like Cassandra,’ he said under his breath, ‘you might think she’d have seen it coming. And what is your name? I have to have it to complete the record.’


  I felt another impulse to strike him, but resisted. ‘Gordianus, called the Finder.’


  ‘Very well, then. There, I’ve written the entry just as you wished. “Name of deceased: Cassandra. Family and status unknown. Birthdate unknown. Death by poison on the Nones of Sextilis, Year of Rome 706. Reported by Gordianus, called the Finder.” Does that satisfy you, citizen?’


  I said nothing and walked away, towards the pillars that flanked the entrance. Behind me I heard him mutter, ‘Finder, eh? Perhaps he should find out who poisoned her . . .’


  I walked down the temple steps and back towards the funeral pyre, staring at the ground, seeing nothing. I felt the heat of the fire as I drew closer; and when I finally lifted my eyes, I beheld Cassandra amid the flames. Her bier had been tilted upright so that the funeral party could view the final moments of her physical existence. The musicians quickened their tempo from a mournful dirge to a shrill lament. The hired mourners dropped to their knees, pounded their fists against the earth, screamed and wailed.


  A gust of wind suddenly whipped the flames higher. The roar of the fire was punctuated with loud cracking and popping and sizzling noises. While I watched, the flames gradually consumed her, frizzling her hair, withering and charring her flesh, turning everything black, destroying her beauty forever. The wind blew smoke in my eyes, stinging them, filling them with tears. I tried to look away – I wanted to look away – but I couldn’t. Even this awful spectacle constituted one more moment, one final chance to look upon Cassandra.


  I reached into my toga and pulled out a short baton made of leather. It had belonged to Cassandra; it was the only one of her possessions that still existed. I clutched it in my fist for a moment, then hurled it into the flames.


  I felt Diana’s presence beside me, then the touch of her hand on my arm. ‘Papa, look.’


  I finally tore my eyes from the funeral pyre. I looked blankly at my daughter’s face. Her eyes – so beloved, so vibrantly alive – met mine, then turned elsewhere. I followed her gaze. We were no longer alone. Others had come to witness Cassandra’s end. They must have arrived while I was in the temple or staring at the flames. The separate groups stood well away from the fire, scattered in a semicircle behind us. There were seven entourages in all. I looked at each in turn, hardly able to believe what I was seeing.


  Seven of the wealthiest, most powerful, most remarkable women in Rome had come to the necropolis to see Cassandra burn. They had not joined in the public funeral procession, yet here they were, each woman seated in a litter surrounded by her own retinue of relatives, bodyguards, and litter bearers, not one of them acknowledging the presence of any of the others, all keeping their distance from ourselves and from each other, each gazing steadily straight ahead at the funeral pyre.


  I took stock of them, looking from left to right.


  First, there was Terentia, the pious, always proper wife of Cicero. With her husband off in Greece to side with Pompey in the civil war, Terentia was said to be hard-pressed to make ends meet, and in fact her litter was the most modest. The draperies that surrounded the box were no longer white but shabby grey, with tatters here and there. But her litter was also the largest, and squinting, I made out two other women in the litter with her. One was her daughter, Tullia, the apple of Cicero’s eye. The other was farther back in the shadows, but from her distinctive clothing and headdress, I saw she was a Vestal Virgin. No doubt it was Fabia, Terentia’s sister, who in younger days had very nearly met her end for breaking her sacred vow of chastity.


  In the next litter I saw Antonia, the cousin and wife of Marc Antony, Caesar’s right-hand man. While Caesar had been off fighting his enemies in Spain, Antony had been left in charge of Italy. Now both men had departed for northern Greece to do battle with Pompey. Antonia was said to be a very attractive woman. I had never formally met her and might not have recognized her except for the bronze lions’ heads that surmounted the upright supports at each corner of her litter. The lion’s head was Antony’s symbol.


  Her presence was all the more remarkable because of the woman whose litter was next in the semicircle. Anyone in Rome would have recognized that gaudy green box decorated with pink-and-gold tassels, for Cytheris, the actress, always made a show of her comings and goings. She was Antony’s lover, and he had made no secret of that fact while he ruled Rome in Caesar’s absence, travelling all over Italy with her. People called her his understudy-wife. Cytheris was famous for her beauty, though I myself had never seen her close enough to get a good look. Those who had seen her perform in mime shows for her former master, Volumnius the banker, said she was talented as well, able by the subtlest gestures and expressions to evoke a whole range of responses in her audience – lust not least among them. She and Antonia cast not a single glance in each other’s direction, apparently oblivious of one another.


  I looked to the next litter, which was draped in shades of deepest blue and black suitable for mourning, and recognized Fulvia, the twice-widowed. She had been married first to Clodius, the radical politician and rabble-rouser. After his murder four years ago on the Appian Way and the chaos that followed – the beginning of the end of the Republic, it seemed in retrospect – Fulvia had eventually remarried, joining her fortunes to Caesar’s beloved young lieutenant, Gaius Curio. Only a few months ago, word had arrived from Africa of Curio’s disastrous end; his head had become a trophy for King Juba. Some called Fulvia the unluckiest woman in Rome, but having met her, I knew her to possess an indomitable spirit. Seated with her in her litter was her mother, Sempronia, from whom Fulvia had inherited that spirit.


  As I moved my eyes to the occupant of the next litter, the incongruities multiplied. There, reclining amid mounds of cushions in a typically voluptuous pose, was Fausta, the notoriously promiscuous daughter of the dictator Sulla. Thirty years after his death, the dictator’s brief, blood-soaked reign still haunted Rome. (Some predicted that whoever triumphed in the current struggle, Caesar or Pompey, would follow Sulla’s merciless example and line the Forum with the heads of his enemies.) Sulla’s ghost haunted the Forum, but Sulla’s daughter was said to haunt the more dissolute gatherings in the city. Fausta was still married, though in name only, to the banished gang leader Milo, the one political exile whom Caesar had pointedly excluded from the generous pardons he’d issued before leaving Rome. Milo’s unforgivable crime had been the murder four years ago of his hated rival Clodius on the Appian Way. According to the court, it was Fausta’s husband who had made a widow (for the first time) of Fulvia. Were the two women aware of one another’s presence? If they were, they gave no more indication of it than did Antonia and Cytheris. At that moment Milo was very much on everyone’s mind, for he had escaped from exile and was said to be raising an insurrection in the countryside. What did Fausta know about that? Why was she here at Cassandra’s funeral?


  Next to Fausta’s litter, surrounded by the largest retinue of bodyguards, was a resplendent canopy with ivory poles and white draperies that shimmered with golden threads, hemmed with a purple stripe. It was the litter of great Caesar’s wife, Calpurnia. Now that Marc Antony had left Rome to fight alongside Caesar, many thought it was Calpurnia who functioned as the eyes and ears of her husband in his absence. Caesar had married her ten years ago, purely for political advantage some said, because in Calpurnia he had found a woman to match his own ambition. She was said to be an uncommonly hardheaded woman with no time for superstition. Why had she come to witness the funeral of a mad seeress?


  One litter remained, a little farther off than all the others. When my eyes fell on it, my heart skipped a beat. Its occupant couldn’t be seen, except for a finger that parted the closed drapes just enough for her to see out. But I knew that litter, with its red-and-white stripes, all too well. Eight years ago its occupant had been one of the most public women in Rome, notorious for her flamboyance and high spirits. Then she had dragged her estranged young lover into the courts and made the grave mistake of crossing Cicero. The result had been a disastrous public humiliation from which she had never recovered. Then her brother (some said lover) Clodius met his end on the Appian Way, and her spirit seemed to have been snuffed out altogether. She had retreated into a seclusion so complete that some thought she must be dead. She was the one woman in Rome – before Cassandra – who had threatened to break my heart. What was Clodia – beautiful, enigmatic Clodia, once the most dangerous woman in Rome, now all but forgotten – doing there that day, lurking incognito amid the litters of the other women?


  I gazed from litter to litter, my head spinning. To see these particular women all gathered in one place at one time was more than remarkable; it was astounding. And yet, there they all were, their various litters scattered before the burning pyre like the pavilions of contending armies arrayed on a field of battle. Terentia, Antonia, Cytheris, Fulvia, Fausta, Calpurnia, and Clodia – the funeral of Cassandra had brought them all together. Why had they come? To mourn Cassandra? To curse her? To gloat? The distance made it impossible to read the expressions on their faces.


  Beside me, Diana crossed her arms and took on the hard, shrewd look so familiar to me from her mother. ‘It must have been one of them,’ she said. ‘You know it must have been one of those women who murdered her.’


  I felt a chill, despite the heat of the flames. I blinked at a sudden swirl of smoke and cinders and turned to look again at the burning pyre. The fire had consumed yet more of Cassandra, had taken another portion of her away from me, and I had missed it. I opened my eyes wide despite the burning smoke. I stared at the blackened remains upon the upright bier reduced now to a bed of glowing coals. The musicians played their shrill lament. The mourners raised their cry to heaven.


  How long I stared at the flames, I don’t know. But when I finally turned to look behind me again, all seven of the women with their litters and their entourages had vanished as if they had never been there.
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  The last time I saw Cassandra – truly saw her, looked into her eyes and beheld not just her mortal shell but the spirit that dwelled within – was on the day of her death.


  It was shortly after noon on the Nones of Sextilis, a market day, or what passed for a market day in Rome in those times of shortage and mad inflation. Bethesda felt well enough to go out that day. I went along as well, as did Diana. My son-in-law, Davus, accompanied us. In those uncertain days, it was always wise to bring along a big, hulking fellow like Davus to play bodyguard.


  We were on a quest for radishes. Bethesda, who had been ill for some time, had decided that radishes, and radishes only, would cure her.


  We made our way from my house on the Palatine down to the market on the far side of the Capitoline, not far from the Tiber. We walked from vendor to vendor, searching in vain for a radish that would satisfy Bethesda’s discriminating gaze. This one was pitted with black spots. That one was too elongated and soft. Another had a face on it (leaves for hair, straggling roots for a beard) that looked like a dishonest cobbler with whom Bethesda had once had a row. To be sure, none of these radishes looked particularly appetizing to me, either. Despite the best efforts of the magistrates put in place by Caesar before his departure, the economy was in constant turmoil, with no end in sight. I make no claim to understand the intricacies of the Roman economy – production of food, transport to market, borrowing against future crops, the care and feeding of slaves and the cost of replacing runaways (a particular problem these days), the constant, grinding tug of war between creditors and debtors – but I do know this much: A war that splits the whole world in two results in a paucity of radishes fit to eat.


  I suggested that Bethesda might look for carrots instead – I had seen one or two of those that looked edible – but she insisted that the soup she had in mind would allow no substitutions. Since this was a medicinal soup, meant more for her recovery than for my nourishment, I kept my mouth shut. A vague, lingering malady had been plaguing Bethesda for months. While I doubted that any soup would rid her of it, I had no better cure to suggest.


  So the four of us strolled from vendor to vendor, searching for radishes. It was just as well that we weren’t looking for olives, since the only ones to be had were selling for the price of pearls. Mouldy bread was easier to find, but not much cheaper.


  Behind me I heard Davus’ stomach growl. He was a big fellow. He required more food than any two normal men to fill his belly, and in recent days he hadn’t been getting it. His face had grown lean, and his waist was like a boy’s. Diana made a fuss over him and fretted that he would dry up and blow away, but I suggested we needn’t worry about that as long as Davus still had legs like tree trunks and shoulders like the arch of an aqueduct.


  ‘Eureka!’ Bethesda suddenly cried, echoing the famous exclamation of the mathematician Archimedes, although I doubt she had ever heard of him. I hurried to her side. Sure enough, she held in her hands a truly admirable bunch of radishes – firm and red, with crisp, green leaves and long, trailing roots. ‘How much?’ she cried, startling the vendor with her vehemence.


  He quickly recovered himself and smiled broadly, sensing a motivated buyer. The price he named was astronomical.


  ‘That’s robbery!’ I snapped.


  ‘But look how fine they are,’ he insisted, reaching out to caress the radishes in Bethesda’s hands as if they were made of solid gold. ‘You can still see the good Etruscan earth on them. And smell them! That’s the smell of hot Etruscan sunshine.’


  ‘They’re just radishes,’ I protested.


  ‘Just radishes? I challenge you, citizen, to find another bunch of radishes in all this market to match them. Go ahead! Go and look. I’ll wait.’ He snatched the radishes back from Bethesda.


  ‘I can’t afford it,’ I said. ‘I won’t pay it.’


  ‘Then someone else will,’ said the vendor, enjoying his advantage. ‘I’m not budging on the price. These are the finest radishes you’ll find anywhere in Rome, and you’ll pay what I ask or do without.’


  ‘Perhaps,’ said Bethesda, her dark brows drawn together, ‘perhaps I could manage with just two radishes. Or perhaps only one. Yes, one would do, I’m sure. I imagine we can afford one, can’t we, Husband?’


  I looked into her brown eyes and felt a pang of guilt. Bethesda had been my wife for more than twenty years. Before that she had been my concubine; she was practically a child when I acquired her in Alexandria, back in the days of my footloose youth. Her beauty and her aloofness – oh yes, she had been very aloof, despite the fact that she was a slave – had driven me wild with passion. Later she bore my daughter, the only child of my loins, Diana; that was when I manumitted and married her, and Bethesda settled into the role of a Roman matriarch. That role had not always been a comfortable fit – a slave born in Alexandria to an Egyptian mother and a Jewish father did not easily take to Roman ways – but she had never embarrassed me, never betrayed me, never given me cause for regret. We had stood beside one another through many hardships and some very real dangers, and through times of ease and joy as well. If we had become a little estranged in recent months, I told myself it was merely due to the strain of the times. The whole world was coming apart at the seams. In some families a son had taken up arms against his own father, or a wife had left her husband to side with her brothers. If in our household the silences between Bethesda and me had grown longer, or the occasional petty arguments sharper, what of it? In a world where a man could no longer afford a radish, tempers grew short.


  It didn’t help, of course, that we were constantly confronted with the contrasting example of our daughter and her muscle-bound husband. They, too, had begun life in unequal stations – Diana born free, Davus a slave – and the gulf between Diana’s sharp wits and Davus’ simplicity had struck me from the first as unbridgeable. But the two of them were inseparable, constantly touching, forever cooing endearments to each other, even as they approached the fourth year of their marriage. Nor was their attraction purely physical. Often, when I came upon the two of them in my house, I found them deep in earnest conversation. What did they find to talk about? Probably the state of her parents’ marriage, I thought . . .


  But the guilt I felt came from more than long silences and petty squabbles. It came from more than the very major row we had had after my return to Rome from Massilia the previous autumn, bringing a new mouth to feed – my friend Hieronymus – and the news that I had disowned my adopted son Meto. That announcement very nearly tore the whole household apart, but over time the shock and grief had lessened. No, the guilt I felt had nothing to do with household matters or family relations. I felt guilty because of Cassandra, of course.


  And now Bethesda, who complained of feeling unwell every day, who seemed to be in the grip of some malady no doctor could diagnose, had taken it into her head that she must have radishes – and her wretched husband was trapped between a greedy vendor and his own guilty conscience.


  ‘I shall buy you more than one radish, Wife,’ I said quietly. ‘I shall buy you the whole bunch of them. Davus, you’re carrying the moneybag. Hand it to Diana so that she can pay the man.’


  Diana took the bag from Davus, loosened the drawstrings, and slowly reached inside, frowning. ‘Papa, are you sure? It’s so much.’


  ‘Of course I’m sure. Pay the scoundrel!’


  The vendor was ecstatic as Diana counted the coins and dropped them into his hand. He relinquished the radishes. Bethesda, clutching them to her breast, gave me a look to melt my heart. The smile on her face, such a rare sight in recent days, made her look twenty years younger – no, younger than that, like a gratified and trusting child. Then a shadow crossed her face, the smile faded, and I knew that she suddenly felt unwell.


  I touched her arm and spoke into her ear. ‘Shall we go home now, Wife?’


  Just then, there was a commotion from another part of the market – the clanging of metal on metal, the rattle of objects spilled onto paving stones, the crash of pottery breaking. A man yelled. A woman shrieked, ‘It’s her! The madwoman!’


  I turned about to see Cassandra staggering towards me. Her blue tunica was torn at the neck and pulled awry. Her golden hair was wild and unkempt. There was a crazed expression on her face. That was how she often looked, especially during a fit of prophecy – but when her eyes met mine, I saw in them a look of utter panic, and my blood turned cold.


  She ran to me, her arms reaching forward, her gait uneven. ‘Gordianus, help me!’ she cried. Her voice was hoarse and strained. She fell into my arms. Beside me, Bethesda gave a start and dropped her radishes. Cassandra fell to her knees, pulling me down with her.


  ‘Cassandra!’ I gasped. I lowered my voice to a whisper. ‘If this is some pretence—’


  She clutched my arms and cried out. Her body convulsed.


  Diana knelt beside me. ‘Papa, what’s wrong with her?’


  ‘I don’t know.’


  ‘It’s the god in her,’ said Bethesda from above and behind me, her voice tinged with awe. ‘The same god that compels her prophecies must be tearing her apart inside.’


  A crowd gathered around us, pressing in from all sides. ‘Draw back, all of you!’ I shouted. Cassandra clutched at me again, but her grip was weakening. Her eyelids flickered and drooped. She moved her lips, but no sound came out.


  ‘Cassandra, what’s wrong? What’s happened?’ I whispered.


  ‘Poison,’ she said. Her voice was failing. I could barely hear her above the hubbub of the crowd. ‘She’s poisoned me!’


  ‘Who? What did she give you?’ Our faces were so close that I felt her shallow breath on my lips. Her eyes seemed huge, her blue irises eclipsed by the enormous blackness of her pupils.


  ‘Something – in the drink . . .’ she said. I could barely hear her.


  She convulsed again, then was still. I felt a last, long exhalation against my lips, strangely cold. The fingers clutching my arms relaxed. Her eyes remained open, but the life went out of them.


  The crowd pressed in. Diana was knocked against me and gave a squeal. Davus bellowed at the onlookers to back away, brandishing his fists at those who didn’t move quickly. As they dispersed, I heard snatches of excited conversation:


  ‘Did you see that? She died in the old man’s arms!’


  ‘Cassandra – that’s what people called her.’


  ‘I heard she was a war widow. Went crazy with grief.’


  ‘No, no, no! She was a Briton, from way up north. They’re all crazy. Paint themselves blue.’


  ‘She didn’t look blue to me! Rather beautiful, in fact . . .’


  ‘I heard she was a Vestal who broke her vows and got herself buried alive. Managed to claw her way out of the grave but ended up raving mad.’


  ‘Nonsense! You’ll believe anything.’


  ‘All I know is, she could see the future.’


  ‘Could she? I wonder if she saw that coming?’


  I swallowed hard. I wanted to press my lips against Cassandra’s, but I felt the eyes of my wife and daughter on me. I turned to Diana, kneeling beside me. What must my face have looked like for my daughter to gaze back at me with such pity and puzzlement? I peered up at Bethesda. For a long moment, she registered no emotion – then suddenly raised her eyebrows in alarm.


  ‘The radishes!’ she cried, slapping her hands to her face.


  In all the commotion, someone had stolen them.


  
    
  


  III
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  The first time I saw Cassandra was in the Forum. It was a day in mid-Januarius. When I count the months on my fingers, I realize that from the first day I saw her to the last, not quite seven months passed. So brief a period! Yet in some ways it seems I knew her for a lifetime.


  I can place the date precisely, because that was the day word reached Rome that Caesar had successfully crossed the Adriatic Sea from Brundisium to the coast of northern Greece. For days, all Rome had been holding its breath to learn the outcome of that bold gambit. The grey-bearded, self-styled sages who passed their days gossiping and arguing in the Forum all agreed, whether they favoured Caesar or Pompey, that Caesar was mad to attempt a naval crossing in winter, and madder still to attempt such a thing when everyone knew that Pompey had the superior fleet and ruled the Adriatic. A sudden storm could send Caesar and all his soldiers to the bottom of the sea in a matter of minutes. Or, in clear weather, Caesar’s fleet was likely to be outmanoeuvered by Pompey’s and destroyed before they could reach the other side. Yet Caesar, having settled affairs in Rome to his liking, was determined to carry the battle to Pompey, and to do that he had to convey his troops across the water.


  All through the previous year, from the day he crossed the Rubicon and drove Pompey in a panic out of Italy, Caesar had campaigned to secure his mastery of the West – mustering troops from his stronghold in Gaul; destroying the Pompeian forces in Spain; laying siege to the seaport of Massilia, whose inhabitants had sided with Pompey; and arranging to have himself declared temporary dictator so as to set up magistrates of his choosing in Rome. Meanwhile, Pompey, driven in confusion and disarray from Rome, had been biding his time across the water in Greece, insisting that he and his fellow exiles constituted the true government of Rome, compelling Eastern potentates to send him massive contributions of money and vast numbers of troops, and building up a huge navy that he stationed in the Adriatic with the express purpose of keeping Caesar in Italy until Pompey was ready to face him.


  At the outset of that fateful year, which of these rivals found himself in the stronger position? That question was argued endlessly by those of us who frequented the Forum in those uncertain days. We sat under the weak winter sun on the steps of the treasury (plundered by Caesar to pay for his troops) or, as on that particular day, we found a spot out of the wind near the Temple of Vesta and discussed the issues of the day. I suppose I must say ‘us’ and ‘we,’ including myself in that group of tireless chin-waggers, although I opened my mouth less frequently than most. Mostly I listened, and thought what a useless lot of know-nothings we all were, too old or frail or crippled to have been compelled to take up arms by either side, and not rich enough to have been extorted by either side to hand over gold or gladiators to their cause. Overlooked by the warlords, we spent our days idling in the Forum, expounding our opinions on the latest rumours, arguing and insulting one another, gnashing our teeth while we helplessly waited for the world we had known all our lives to come to an end.


  ‘What does it matter if Caesar’s won the West, when all the wealth of Asia and the grain of Egypt are at Pompey’s disposal?’ This came from a mild-mannered fellow called Manlius, who seemed equally distressed at the impending destruction of either side in the conflict. Manlius hated violence. ‘I don’t see why Caesar’s so eager to make the crossing. He’ll only be stepping into the trap Pompey’s laid for him. The slaughter will be horrific!’


  ‘Why is Caesar eager to cross? That’s plain enough. Once it comes to a head-on confrontation, sword against sword, Caesar’s got the clear advantage.’ So declared one-armed Canininus who, if his tales of combat were true, had more fighting experience than the rest of us combined; he had lost his right arm fighting for Caesar in Gaul and had received a generous retirement from his grateful imperator. ‘Caesar’s men are battle-hardened from constant fighting. Years and years spent conquering the Gauls, then the march on Rome, then the mad chase down to Brundisium – Pompey barely slipped out of that noose! – and most recently, that little foray in Spain to put an end to Caesar’s enemies there.’


  ‘And don’t forget the siege of Massilia!’ This came from my friend Hieronymus, a Massilian of Greek descent and the only one of the group who was not a Roman citizen. The others suffered his presence partly because I was his patron, but also because they were a little in awe of him. A cruel fate had led to his selection by the priests of Massilia to serve as the city’s scapegoat during the siege by Caesar. It had been his role to take on the sins of the whole city, and at some critical juncture, by his death, to save the city from destruction. Massilia had indeed been spared from destruction, but a strange twist of fortune had spared Hieronymus from his fate, and he had ended up in Rome living in my house. Hieronymus was tall and physically striking, with a curious demeanour. Having begun life as the heir of one of Massilia’s more powerful families, but having spent most of his life as a beggar, he combined the haughtiness of a fallen aristocrat with the crafty pragmatism of a streetwise survivor. He often played referee in our little group, since he favoured neither Caesar nor Pompey.


  Canininus snorted. ‘The siege of Massilia! I
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