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Prologue

March, year 708 ab urbe condita (46 BC)

Julius Caesar is celebrating his triumph in Rome. Africa has been subdued, the last partisans of Pompey crushed. For several days now, the city has lived to the rhythm of processions, sacrifices and distributions. Chariots move slowly through the streets, priests pass by, the animals promised to the altars snort beneath their garlands, bearers bend under the weight of trophies. The Forum is strewn with petals, crumpled branches, and sand spread to absorb blood and mud. The smell of spilt wine mingles with sweat, burnt oil, manure, warm wool, and the meat already roasting near the sanctuaries. Men acclaim. Children run. Merchants profit. Women watch. Already, something is pulling the city off its axis.

That morning, Rome is restless before the sun is even high. The tiers raised along the route have been full since dawn. Clients press close behind their patrons. Old men guard their places, grumbling. Soldiers returned from Africa comment on the captives, the standards, the spoils. At the crossroads, laurel wreaths dry on their cords. Before certain temples, oxen wait, eyes shining, muzzles wet, adorned with fillets and flowers. The Senate still keeps up the pose. The people, as ever, shout. They do not understand everything, but they know force when it passes before them, laden with gold, with purple, and with conquered flesh.

Cornelia has gone out alone. She has taken neither litter nor retinue, only a servant left lower down, away from the crowd, and that old habit of walking without haste where others pack themselves together. She left her house before the streets became impassable, crossed passages still cool, followed walls whitewashed with lime, passed thresholds washed down with great buckets of water and already dirtied again by sandals, mules, and the leavings of the day before. As she descended, she felt the air change. Less garden. Less dry linen. More heated stone, ill-emptied latrines, greasy smoke, meat, soured wine. Rome smelled of triumph as it smelled of everything: in superposed layers, without modesty, without order.

She had stopped for the first time near a fountain to let a group of armed men pass, men who did not all wear the same signs. Some had the measured step of troops. Others the looser one of ambitious men who follow the victors closely, hoping to be mistaken for them. One laughed too loudly. Another kept his hand on the pommel of his weapon for no reason. Cornelia had watched them come and go without lowering her eyes. Once they were far enough away, she had resumed her walk.

Under the arcades, the shade remained breathable. The slabs kept a little coolness there. She slipped into it without hesitation. Dressed in white, an ivory fan in her hand though she had no use for it, she chose a place set back, from which she could see without being too much seen. She had not sought the crowd. Only an angle. A little shade. A place from which to watch Rome give itself in spectacle without having to pretend she believed in it.

The procession advanced in disjointed masses, with halts, resumptions, slownesses. First the lictors, fasces raised, necks stiff. Then the trumpeters, cheeks swollen, blowing until they reddened. Then the trophy-bearers, so heavily laden that their shoulders trembled beneath fabrics and plates of metal. Behind them came painted panels, names of cities, numbers, scenes of war large enough for the people to understand. Some applauded what they saw. Others imitated the gesture. When exotic animals or pieces of booty passed, the cries rose. At the approach of the prisoners, heads lifted.

Cornelia watched without comment. It was not only the men in the procession who seemed distant to her. It was their manner of taking the city, of already occupying its space in another way. The standards shone too brightly. The weapons remained too visible. Even the pauses in the parade seemed nervous. A horse tossed its head, foamed on the paving stones, and made two children step back. A woman covered her nose for a moment with the edge of her veil, then began to smile again so as not to displease the man beside her. Farther on, an old man spat between his teeth and nevertheless raised his hand as an officer passed, a man he had perhaps never seen before.

The African captives passed. Some still wore jewels that had been left to them in order to mark their defeat more clearly. Others had been stripped of almost everything. A mixture of mockery, pity and fascination could be heard. A sharper smell came with them, that of bodies kept too long under the sun, of leather, metal, fear. Cornelia turned her eyes away for a brief moment, not from weakness, but because she knew men well enough to know what they like to contemplate in the defeated: less their misfortune than the right to look at it.

The triumph stretched on, and soon one saw only the effort required to carry it: knotty arms, calves covered in dust, necks streaming beneath crowns, dry mouths. Glory had the smell of bodies working for it.

A relative silence fell then. Not that the crowd ceased to be a crowd, but it recognised a change. The voices dropped a degree. People leaned forward. Men rose on tiptoe. A child was lifted higher onto his father’s shoulders. Those who could see nothing were already asking whether it was him.

Caesar appeared at last.

He was not close, but close enough for one to distinguish his bare head, his laurel crown, the purple, and the calm assurance with which he held his place at the centre of everything. The chariot advanced slowly, drawn by white horses irritated by the din. From where she stood, Cornelia saw less a man than a fixed point in a city gone mobile. He did not salute like an ordinary magistrate. He received.

The acclamations rose, fell, began again. Hands lifted, names answered one another from one end of the street to the other. A smell of crushed laurel, hot dust and nervous animals rose as far as the arcades.

Cornelia did not shout. She did not smile either. She observed the face, the posture, the chariot, the absolute attention paid to him. Above all, she watched the effect he produced on others: the way men straightened as he passed, then spoke more loudly afterwards, as though they hoped to gather a little of his power by mere proximity. Even the sceptics looked. Even the weary lifted their heads. Even those who feared him could not pretend not to see him.

It was not his strength that troubled her. Rome had known other powerful men. It was the ease with which the whole city was already arranging itself around a single living body. The façades, the standards, the crowns, the fasces, the cries, the priests, the soldiers, the captives and the beasts seemed to have only one function left: to lead to him.

She thought, without going any further, that one could still call this the Republic, if one cared for words.

“Cornelia?”

She turned.

Lucretia.




Chapter I — Reunion

Years had passed. Yet it was truly her: the hair pinned up as before, the chin unchanged, the eyes still bright. A little more taut, perhaps. But standing. Her dress revealed a figure denser now, more earthly. Her bare, sun-browned arms carried the memory of an active summer.

“By Juno…” Cornelia murmured. “Is it you?”

They looked at one another for a second. Their hands found each other at once. Without ceremony. Without embrace. Nothing cold. Only upbringing, the years, the street around them.

“You have come back?”

“No. I never left.”

“And your husband?”

“In Syria. Conquering sands, and forgetting me between two temples.”

They laughed softly. A brief, contained laugh, that of old accomplices more than surprised women. The laugh of those who already know it is better not to offer too much of one’s trouble to passers-by.

“I imagined you in the country,” said Cornelia. “Drowned under amphorae of wine, or memories.”

“And I thought you remarried. Or buried under proprieties.”

“I refused both.”

A moment followed. Less light. But softer.

Around them, the clamour continued. Vendors passed with trays of honey cakes and small cups of watered wine. A man cried the virtues of an African oil to people who could no longer hear anything. Farther on, a mule refused to move. One could hear the trumpets, the curses, the sound of wheels, the soldiers’ too-loud laughter, and that continuous murmur of Rome when it looks at itself. The air smelled of crushed laurel, wine, warmed leather, beasts, smoke from the altars, and dust clinging to the ankles.

Lucretia narrowed her eyes towards the street.

“We cannot remain planted here. In a moment, people will push forward, come back, then try to pass in front again to see whether seeing him a second time is enough to understand.”

“Nothing is enough to understand today,” Cornelia answered.

“Precisely. Come and drink something cool in the shade. At the end of the portico, there is a room kept by a widow from Capua. It is not brilliant, but it is clean. And women are left in peace there.”

Cornelia turned her head towards the place indicated. Beneath a half-effaced sign, one could make out a narrow opening, then a wooden stair rising to an upper room. The place was modest, but not vulgar. A few matrons sometimes entered it on procession days, to wait for the tumult to settle before returning to their quarter. They served wine cut with fresh water, olives, figs, bread, and above all a little shade.

“So you frequent dubious haunts?” Cornelia asked.

“Only those with shutters that close properly.”

This time, Cornelia smiled. Barely, but truly.

They left the arcade together, without hurry. They had to skirt groups halted in the middle of the passage, avoid children running between the adults, let pass a slave carrying a basket of empty amphorae, then an old man leaning on a stick who refused to yield the way to anyone. Lucretia walked half a pace ahead, not to guide, but because she knew the living disorder of the city better. Cornelia followed her with that straight reserve which made certain shoulders move aside before she even touched them.

As they moved away from the main passage, the uproar changed in nature. Less frontal. More diffuse. The acclamations became only a background. Isolated voices could be heard more clearly, quick conversations beneath the porticoes, gossip, merchants’ protests, the dry shock of an amphora set down too hard on a table. A smell of anchovy and vinegar rose from a neighbouring shop. Farther on, someone was grilling sausages too fat. The smoke caught in the throat, reminding them that Rome, even in full costume, remained a city that chews, sweats, throws away, begins again.

The widow of Capua recognised them without naming them. She gave them a nod and drew aside a coarse canvas curtain. The upper room was low-ceilinged, whitewashed, cool despite the day. Two wooden tables occupied the far end, with simple but clean benches. A narrow opening looked down onto the street and let in an oblique light filtered through a rope blind. From here, one could still hear the festival, but as though through a wall of water.

They sat face to face. Without being asked, the landlady brought two cups of clear wine lengthened with fresh water, a few black olives, a piece of dry cheese, and opened figs. She knew how to recognise the kind of silence one must not disturb.

Lucretia slipped off her sandals beneath the table and for a moment stretched her toes against the coolness of the floor.

“There. Rome may collapse for an hour, we shall drink all the same.”

“You speak like a woman who has learned not to expect much any longer.”

“And you like a statue someone has forced outside.”

Cornelia raised the cup to her lips. The wine was light, a little sharp, but fresh. That was enough. She looked at Lucretia more steadily than she had been able to under the arcades. The face had changed. Not so much the features as the way they held together. More substance, more endurance perhaps. A graver air around the mouth, which took nothing from the liveliness of the eyes.

“You look well,” she said.

“It is the sun. And work. My garden costs me dearly. But at least it does not lie.”

“So you have kept a house.”

“Yes. On the Janiculum. Not large for my rank, too large for my taste, but quiet enough to live without having to receive all the fools my cousins would like to impose on me.”

“You never liked cousins.”

“Nor men who speak to you as though to an inheritance waiting to happen.”

Cornelia took an olive between two fingers.

“On that, we have remained in agreement.”

Another moment passed, the kind that rests rather than troubles. Below, in the street, cries rose and fell, distorted by the stairwell. At moments, the wooden floor vibrated under a heavier passage. A drop of sweat slipped down Cornelia’s back, then dried in the shade. For the first time since morning, she felt herself become precisely present again in what she was doing: drinking, eating a little, speaking to a woman she had known before everything began to tilt.

“And you?” Lucretia asked. “How do you hold?”

Cornelia raised one shoulder.

“As I can. With composure, exact accounts, and few illusions.”

“That is not ‘as you can.’”

“No. But it is simpler to say it that way.”

Lucretia did not contradict her. She cut a fig in two with the nail of her thumb.

“I looked for you twice, you know. Once after your husband died. Another time after last year’s games. I was told you received little.”

“I received badly, above all.”

“That resembles you too.”

Cornelia inclined her head, as though conceding the point.

“And you,” she said, “I was told so many things that in the end I believed none of them. That you were leaving. That you were returning. That you were selling lands. That you read alone in the evening and made the neighbours talk.”

“Then, for once, rumours have worked usefully. I read the Greeks alone in the evening. As for the neighbours, they are scandalised with a constancy that does them honour.”

Cornelia gave the small laugh she had once reserved for very few people. The relief of finding again a mind one does not need to go around.
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