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To my granddaughter

Lydia Margaret

who is (I like to believe) descended from the great warrior queen Boudicca
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I

LOCUSTA

This is not the first time I have been imprisoned. So I am hopeful that this is a sham and that the new emperor, Galba, will soon need my unique services and quietly send for me and once again I shall be treading the palace halls. I feel at home there, and why shouldn’t I? I have provided my timely services for those in power for many years.

By trade I am a poisoner. There, why not say it? And not any old poisoner, but the acknowledged expert and leader in my profession. So many others want to be another Locusta, another me. So I founded an academy to pass on my knowledge and train the next generation, for Rome will always be in need of poisoners. I should lament that, should say what a pity that Rome must descend to that, but that would be hypocritical of me. Besides, I am not convinced that poison is not the best way to die. Think of all the other ways a person may die at the hands of Rome: being torn by beasts in the arena, being strangled in the Tullianum prison, and, most insipid of all, being ordered to open your veins and bleed yourself to death, like a sacrificial animal. Bah. Give me a good poison anytime. Did not Cleopatra embrace the asp and its poison, leaving her beautiful and stretched out upon her couch?

I first met the late emperor Nero when he was still a child, still Lucius Domitius Ahenobarbus, the name he was born with. I saw him at the low point in his life, when he was an abandoned child at the mercy of his uncle Caligula. (Now, that was someone who gave me a lively string of business!) His father was dead, his mother, Agrippina, had been banished when he was not even three years old, and his uncle liked to toy with him.

I remember he was a likable child—well, he remained likable all his life; it was a gift—but timorous. Many things frightened him, especially loud noises and being sent for unexpectedly. Caligula had a habit of that—sending for people in the middle of the night. He once forced me to watch a nocturnal theatrical performance in the palace, featuring himself as Jupiter. Sometimes it was harmless, like the playacting; other times it ended with the death of the helpless person he had sent for. So, Nero—let us call him that to avoid confusion, just as I call Caligula Caligula rather than Gaius Caesar Germanicus—was precocious in recognizing the danger of the serpent in his uncle.

Ah, such memories! Here in my cell I find myself returning to them, helping the hours to pass, until that moment when Galba sends for me with a task. I know he will!


II

NERO

The moon was round and full. It shone on the flat surface of the lake, which was also round, making it appear that the moon itself had expanded and enlarged itself there. It rose golden from the encircling hills but soon was a bright white ball high above.

It illuminated the wide deck of the ship. I was to sit beside my uncle and listen to him intoning praise to the goddess Diana, whose sanctuary was on the shore of the lake and to whom the lake itself was sacred.

I remember the flame of the torches that threw a flickering red light on the faces around me, in contrast to the clear bluish-white moonlight bathing the wider scene. My uncle’s face looked not like a human’s but like a demon’s, with a burning hue.

These are all impressions, memories that swirl without being attached to anything. The reflection on the water—the torches—the thin, reedy voice of my uncle—the nervous laughter around me—the chill in the air—

I was only three years old, so it is no wonder my memories are disconnected.

Then his face shoved up into mine, his silky voice saying, “What shall I do with the bitch’s whelp?”

More nervous laughter. His rough hands grabbed my shoulders and hauled me up, my legs dangling helplessly.

“I shall sacrifice him to the goddess!” He strode over to the rail and held me over the rippling water. I can still see the undulation of the reflected moonlight, waiting for me. “She wants a human sacrifice, and what more worthy than this kin of mine, descendant of the divine Augustus? Only the best for Diana, and perhaps a propitiation for the lapse of Augustus, who preferred to worship her brother Apollo. There you go!”

And I was flung out over the water, landing with a splash, cold, cold, and I sank, unable to swim or even cry out. Then strong hands grasped me, pulled me mercifully out of the water, and I could breathe. I was hauled onto the deck, where my uncle stood, hands on hips, laughing.

“Better luck next time, eh, Chaerea? You are too softhearted, to rescue such flotsam. Anything born of my sister can come to no good.”


III

As I sat shivering next to Chaerea I could see down the whole length of the huge boat, see the light dancing on the mosaic-covered deck, the moonlight shining on the white marble cabin. The madman who had thrown me in the water now paced up and down, laughing. Not until I was older did I hear such a laugh again, and it was from a captive hyena, whining and mewling in its cage.

Let me off, let me off, let me off this boat, I prayed, to what god I knew not, just whatever god was listening.

“Come, lad,” said Chaerea, putting his huge arm around my shoulders. “You should walk, warm up.” He pulled me up and marched me up and down the deck, until feeling returned to my numb feet. We passed the rowers, whose heads turned as if on stalks to see us as we passed. One or two smiled. The others looked like the statues that were placed here and there on the deck.

“The shore is close,” said Chaerea, holding me up and pointing to it. “Soon we will be back on it.”

How I got back and when I got back I do not know. I have told you, my memories are wispy from this early age and do not join together to make a whole; rather, they are like pieces of cloud drifting through the sky of my mind, each portion separate and contained. But the horrible memory of the boat ride is burned into my mind.

My little bed in my aunt’s home, where I lived, was narrow and hard; I can feel the rough linen when I think about it, but cannot see what else is in the room. I know the place was in the country because I heard roosters crow in the morning and I remember gathering eggs, still warm, from a bed of straw. I also remember many kinds of butterflies, and flowers on tall stalks, although I know now those were weeds.

I called my aunt Butterfly because one of her names was Lepida, which means elegant and graceful, and she was very pretty. Her hair was the reddish color of copper with a bit of dust on it, not the bright shiny copper that has just been polished. She was my father’s younger sister and told me stories about him—he who had died before I could know him—and about their ancestors. When I told her how the sun made her hair glow, she laughed and said, “Bronze hair is in our family. I can see little glints of it in yours, too, even though it’s mainly blond. Shall I tell you the story about how it came to be that color?”

“Oh, yes!” I settled in next to her, hoping it would be a long story.

“Well, long ago one of our ancestors saw two tall and handsome young men standing in the road.”

“Were they gods?” I guessed. Whenever tall strangers appeared out of nowhere, they were gods.

“Indeed they were—the twin gods Castor and Pollux. They told our ancestor that the Romans had won a great battle, and to go to Rome and tell everyone. To prove that they were gods and telling the truth, they reached out and touched his beard, and it turned instantly from black to red. So from then on the family was called Ahenobarbus—Bronze Beard.”

“Did my father have a red beard?” I wanted to know more about him. I wanted to hear that he was a hero and famous and that his death had been tragic. I later found out he was none of the above.

“Oh, yes. He was a true Ahenobarbus. Another unusual thing about our family is that all the men have only two personal names—Lucius and Gnaeus. Your father was a Gnaeus and you are a Lucius. Your grandfather, also a Lucius, was a consul but also a chariot racer. A famous one, too.”

I had little ivory play chariots, and I loved racing them against one another on the floor. “When can I drive a chariot?”

Aunt Butterfly cocked her head, smiling. “Not for a while yet. You have to be very strong to race chariots. The horses pull the reins from your hands unless you hold very tight, and the chariot bounces and you have to be careful not to fall out, which is very dangerous.”

“Maybe I could have a little chariot, pulled by ponies?”

“Perhaps,” she said. “But you are still too young even for that.”

I do remember this conversation about the chariots and the red beards. But why I was living with Aunt Butterfly, and what had happened to my mother and father, I still did not know. I knew my father was dead, but I did not know about my mother. All I knew was that she was not there.

Aunt gave me two teachers. One was named Paris and he was an actor and a dancer. The other was named Castor and he was a barber. He shaved the beard of Aunt’s husband (who did not have a bronze beard but a regular brown one) and sewed up cuts and did other handy things. Paris was only for fun. I could not see that he did anything but act and pretend to be someone else. First he would tell a story—usually it was about a Greek, because they seemed to have the best stories—and then he would pretend to be those people. In real life, he was dark and not very tall. But when he played Apollo, I swear he grew tall before my eyes and his hair lightened.

“No, little one,” he would say, laughing. “That is only your imagination. It is the actor’s job to make you see and hear things inside your own head.”

“Does an actor do magic?”

He glanced around; a frightened look flitted over his eyes. “Of course not! The magic happens only in your own thoughts.”

It was not long before I learned that practicing magic was forbidden, and that there was just such practice going on in that household.

In some ways it was odd to be the only child in the household. I did not have anyone to play with except Paris—who was childlike in many ways but still an adult—and the children who were slaves. Aunt did not like my playing with them but she could not be watching all the time, and what did she expect me to do? Let me say it: I was lonely. Lonely as in alone, as in solitary, as in set apart. Aunt kept stressing that being set apart was a special thing, a glorious thing, but it only felt like a punishment to me. So I found freedom in playing with the slave children my own age, and freedom in acting out the parts Paris taught me. Sometimes I was a god; sometimes I was a girl (I would be Persephone to his Hades—and we always used the proper Greek names, not the Roman ones of Proserpine and Pluto); sometimes I was an adult. On the stage—in actuality just the courtyard—I could be anyone. In real life, as Aunt kept reminding me, I was the descendant of the divine Augustus and must remember this at all times. But, as Paris informed me, I was also the descendant of his adversary Marc Antony, and Marc Antony was a lot more fun than the stolid and dull divine Augustus.

“Antony went to the east, to the lands that speak Greek, and to Egypt, and reveled in music, flowers, wine, and the Mysteries of Dionysus. He commanded a great fleet of ships and had a wife named Cleopatra, queen of Egypt. He—”

“Ruined himself, and disgraced himself as a Roman,” cut in a sharp voice. We turned to see Aunt’s husband, Silanus, standing in the doorway. It was doubly frightening because he was rarely at home. He stepped over to me, bent down, and looked me in the eyes. “Let Paris tell you the whole story, then. Go on, Paris!” He jerked his head up toward the trembling tutor.

“Uhh . . . he fought a great sea battle against Augustus, at Actium, and he lost.”

“More than that, he fled back to Egypt, rather than falling on his sword as any self-respecting Roman general should do,” finished Silanus. “Before he had defected to the east, he had married Augustus’s sister. He left two fine daughters behind, Antonia the Elder and Antonia the Younger. You are descended from both of them. Never forget you are the heir of the Roman Marc Antony, not the debauched and debased Greek one.”

He was so fierce about it I nodded just to get him to look away. Finally he did, standing up and telling Paris to get back to his regular lessons with me, and none of that Greek nonsense.

After he was safely gone, I said, “But what happened to Marc Antony back in Egypt?”

“Augustus pursued him there and he died. He is buried in Egypt, not in Rome. Now, Egypt is a very interesting place—there are ancient ruins and huge pyramids—many tombs—and all in all, not a bad place to lie for eternity.” He whispered to me, “Antony had other children in Egypt; Augustus brought them back here and raised them as Romans.”

“Did it work? Were they good Romans?”

“As far as anyone could tell. The girl grew up to be queen of Mauretania, and her son came to Rome later. He would have been your cousin.”

“What happened to him?”

“Caligula had him executed—because he dared to wear royal purple in the emperor’s presence. Now do you see how lucky you were that he only threw you overboard? And that he let someone rescue you? And only laughed about it?”

Aunt Lepida fetched me from my room one blustery day, beaming and carrying a child in her arms. She put the little creature down, where it teetered and took halting little steps, burbling and speaking nonsense.

“Someone for you to play with!” she announced. As if I could play with this baby, who could barely walk and could not talk. “My granddaughter Octavia!”

So this was what she preferred for me rather than the slave children? What was I supposed to do with her? I bent down to look closely at her, and she reached out and pulled my hair. Then she started crying. An unpleasant little bundle she was. Then I saw another woman behind Aunt, peering over her shoulder.

“Is this your little cousin?” she asked the baby, as though she actually expected it to respond. When it didn’t, she addressed me. “Why, little Lucius, I do believe you have the family wavy hair! Very desirable! As do I,” she said, fluffing up her curls. “We are first cousins, you know—very close!” She bent over and kissed my cheek. The deep fragrance of crushed iris wafted from her. Her voice was low and warm. “I am Octavia’s mother. I hope you will grow fond of one another.”

Aunt Lepida looked on possessively. “My daughter, Messalina. Although she is married and a mother, there are only seventeen years between you.”

“I envy you, out here in the country,” Messalina said, with her syrupy-slow voice. “I miss it.”

“She lives in Rome with her husband, Claudius—the brother of your illustrious grandfather Germanicus.”

“He must be very old, then,” I blurted out.

Messalina laughed, and her laugh was as enchanting as her voice. “If you meet him, you must never say so!” Even as young as I was, it did not escape me that she didn’t argue the fact.

“Well, so we have visitors—family visitors?” said Silanus, striding into the room.

“Yes, family visitors,” purred Messalina.

“Family visitors are the best kind,” Silanus said. Why did they keep repeating “family”? And why did the proper and self-disciplined consul seem flustered? “It has been a while—too long—since you have visited us. But it is hard to extricate oneself from Rome. I understand.”

“Not so hard if one truly wants to.” She moved closer to him. Only I saw it, because her feet were right beside mine. It was only a minute move.

“I am sure that Claudius appreciates having you nearby,” said Silanus, moving almost imperceptibly back. Why were these adults scuttling about like crabs, albeit slow-moving ones?

Octavia let out a wail and a slave came to pick her up.

“Let us share some heated wine,” said Silanus. “These days we crave warmth.”

They retired to another room, and left me to myself.

It was hard to keep the family—to use Silanus’s seemingly favorite word—straight. There was so much intermarrying that everyone seemed related to everyone else. One of my favorite rooms housed a number of busts of ancestors and I liked to study them, so I could link a face with a name. Since they were all dead, I would never meet them, but at the same time they seemed as alive as anyone else, since they popped up in conversation all the time. “The great Germanicus”—“Antonia the Elder”—“Marc Antony”—“Octavia the Younger”—you would have thought they lived down the road.

In the hushed shadows of that room, which seemed seasonless to me—the marble floor was always warm in winter, and slippery-cool in summer, but the air was always the same—the busts presided over that little kingdom. They were all of white marble, except the one of Marc Antony, which was a dark purply-red porphyry. He had a lot of tousled curly hair and a thick neck and I imagined the rest of his body to be stocky. He looked different enough, in his dishevelment, that I would never mistake him for anyone else. His daughter Antonia the Elder was on a nearby stand. He had never seen her as an adult; the last time he had seen her she was a baby like Octavia. The busts were immobile, forever apart.

I studied her face carefully. I wish I could say that my grandmother had been beautiful, but she was plain and forgettable. It would be hard to remember her no matter how many times you met her. They say her younger sister, my great-grandmother on the other side, was much prettier. She died just around the time I was born. Perhaps someday I would see a bust of her and I could compare them.

The family god, Germanicus, had a larger bust set apart from the others. He was handsome and youthful, and youthful he would remain in our stories, dying while he was governing far from Rome. Like all people who die before they have fulfilled their promise, high achievement was bestowed upon him as if he had actually earned it. I heard people lamenting the death of the noble Germanicus and bemoaning that he was cheated of his destiny to become a great emperor. But who knows, really, what sort of emperor he would have been? Promises turn sour and watched buds do not always open to reveal a lovely flower. Death saved him from being found out.

There were many others, going further back—several Luciuses and Gnaeuses of the Ahenobarbus tribe, and their wives who had left little imprint on their descendants. As they seemed to belong to the very misty past, I did not trouble myself to study them.


IV

Days passed very slowly at Aunt Lepida’s. I cannot say they were all the same, because what Paris taught me changed, and sometimes it was golden and sunny outside, and other times dreary and chill and we stayed indoors, warming ourselves by braziers. But the variation was small, and there was little excitement. I could spend hours playing with my chariots, sprawled out upon the floor, and no one took notice.

The olive harvest was one thing that broke up the even march of the days; it happened in autumn, and I was given the task of following the slaves who picked up the fallen olives and making sure none were left on the ground. In truth, it was just something to keep a little boy busy, but it made me feel very important as I searched the ground for a telltale rounded shape. Many were bruised or had been trampled, and the sweet, heavy smell of their oil hung in the air.

“It’s liquid gold,” said the overseer. “More useful than real gold. You can eat it, light your room with it, dress wounds with it, smooth dry skin with it, cook with it, dip bread into it—truly a gift from the gods. Without it what a tasteless world it would be. And your aunt would be the poorer, too. Olives may not have the lure of gold, but they are a much more reliable source of income.”

There was a commotion behind us and I turned to see Aunt Lepida walking with a man, who lurched and swayed as he approached.

“Poseidon’s balls! It’s Claudius!” the overseer gasped. Then he turned to greet them, with a smile as slippery as the olive oil he extolled.

“Yes, it’s a fine harvest this year,” Aunt was telling the man, who looked around vaguely, plucking at his cloak.

“I—I—yes, I see,” he said. His eyes took in the grove of olive trees, stretching across the hills. The sun was striking them at an angle, giving their green leaves a silver-gray sheen.

The overseer bent low. “We are honored, O prince,” he said.

I looked around and saw everyone else bowing, so I did, too.

“You need—need—need not bow to me,” said the man. He reached down, took my hand, and pulled me up. “I am your g-g-great-uncle Claudius, the b-b-brother of your grandfather Germani—Germanicus.”

I almost laughed but stopped myself in time. But was this a joke? Everyone said Germanicus was the ideal of manhood, and that bust Aunt kept made him look like Apollo, but this man was a shambling wreck.

“So we treasure him all the more,” said Aunt Lepida, taking his arm. He looked bewildered. “He is all we have left of that paragon of a soldier.”

“I am not a r-relic!” Claudius burst out.

“No, you are my beloved Messalina’s husband, and nothing is too good for her.”

Oh, Messalina—that woman who had exuded more ripeness than the olives all around me. That odd woman with the uninteresting baby.

“She is—c-coming,” said Claudius. “She was delayed in Rome but is f-f-following me.”

“I am grateful you are bringing her,” said Aunt. “I have seen her seldom of late.”

“The n-n-new baby makes demands. So I seldom see her, too.” He smiled.

Suddenly Aunt bent down as if she had something of great interest to tell me. “Lucius, you have a new cousin—a little boy named—what is it, Claudius?”

“T-Tiberius Claudius Germanicus,” he said. “G-Germanicus to preserve the precious name and show that the line goes on.”

And that is how I first heard the name of that future rival to my life and my standing.

Just then Claudius gave a shudder and reeled against the overseer, almost knocking him over. His eyes rolled upward and his mouth went slack.

“Shh, shh . . .” Aunt wiped his forehead and stroked his face. Then, turning to us, she said, “He has these fits but they pass quickly. Take no notice.”

As if we could not! I stared at his blank face, his gaping mouth. It was as if a spirit—one of those the cook talked about, demons that took control—had entered him.

Then it passed, as Aunt had said it would. Claudius blinked, closed his mouth, wiped the drool away with his hand. He looked around to orient himself.

“A noble name,” said Aunt, continuing the conversation as if nothing had happened.

They returned to the house, Claudius leaning on her.

“Nothing to envy, is it? The poor sod,” said the overseer. “Even if he is Germanicus’s brother. How did that happen, anyway? Was his mother unchaste, or do the gods just like to play with us?”

“You are speaking of my great-grandmother,” I said, with all the dignity a child can muster. Then I laughed. “So I must choose the idea that the gods toy with us for their amusement.”

I went back into the house, just in time to see Messalina bustling into the hall. She had the little girl with her, as well as a bundle that I presumed held the new addition.

“Oh, Lucius!” she said, rushing to me and enveloping me in her ample bosom as if we were dearest friends. The bundle—which smelled bad—was crushed between us and let out a howl. “Here is your new cousin, Tiberius!”

I looked at the little face and tried to smile. What I mainly wanted to do was extricate myself from her grasp. “Very sweet,” I said.

Messalina pulled Octavia over to us and hugged us all together. “Is there any greater joy than cousins? How fortunate we are to have each other.” Then, abruptly, she let us go and stood up. Her voice changed as she called for a slave to come and tend the babies. She clearly meant to include me, but I shuffled off to one side and went to my room. As if I belonged with these infants!

I amused myself playing with my chariots and trying on the miniature dramatic masks Paris had made for me, enjoying the quiet. It began to rain and the soft patter of the drops outside was lulling. Eventually I put my head down on my arms and drifted away in sleep.

I had no idea how long I had dozed when I awoke, but it was getting dark outside. I heard soft footsteps outside my door; someone was looking in. I kept my eyes closed and pretended to still sleep. Then I heard the person leave and, in a voice I could just barely hear, report to people in a nearby room that it was safe to speak. Then a murmur of voices rose, some speaking at the same time so I could not separate them.

What was so secret that they needed to make sure I—or anyone else—could not hear? The idea of such a secret enthralled me and I crept out of my room as quietly as I could. I dropped to my hands and knees so I could inch along, feeling my way, and be out of sight if someone looked.

They were gathered in the library room, encircling the glowing brazier. Aunt sat on a stool, as did the infirm Claudius and a woman I had not seen before, but the others were standing. Having seen them, I ducked back out of the doorway, where I could hear just as well. In the brief moment I had glimpsed them everyone was gesturing and the men were pacing.

“. . . he cannot be truly mad,” was the first thing I heard, followed by:

“. . . it comes and goes.”

Then: “Lately it has been coming quickly and going slowly.”

“If it did not affect others, no one would care if he wishes to dress as Jupiter or connect his palace to the Temple of Jupiter on the Capitoline. But the murders are mounting. There, I’ve said it—the murders are mounting. The fact that I can say this as a plain fact is shocking.”

They must be talking about Caligula. I could certainly attest that he was a murderer—he had tried to murder me.

“Keep your voice down. The slaves—”

To my annoyance they spoke more softly.

“He was ill and I thought he might not recover. But he did. And . . . should anything happen to him, who would replace him? His only child is a baby girl, and he has not adopted an adult as his heir.”

“It is truly not safe to speak of this. Even here. Spies might be anywhere.”

“Then we are controlled by him and might as well admit we are helpless. Is anyone safe? He strikes at random.”

“No one is safe. Not even anyone in this room, relatives that we are. We know he kills relatives—ask Ptolemy of Mauretania. Except that he cannot speak.”

I jumped to my feet and rushed into the room. My fear and loathing of Caligula overcame my caution and I cried out, “I can speak! I can speak! He tried to drown me!”

They all turned to me in shock.

“Lucius!” said Aunt. “You must return to your room. Go back to sleep.”

“It is t-t-too late,” said Claudius. “He has already h-h-heard and is too old to forget. But h-he has honor and will keep what he has heard to himself. Isn’t that r-r-right, Lucius?” His head twitched when he spoke but his words were commonsense.

“Yes, sir. And none must repeat my words, either. But he took me out on his boat and tried to offer me to Diana. He called me bad names and threw me in. A soldier saved me.”

“Do you think the soldiers are still loyal to him?” asked Messalina.

“The P-Praetorians are traditionally loyal to the emperor,” said Claudius. “But if they should turn . . .”

“I have heard that he belittles them and mocks them,” said Messalina. “Will they endure it?”

“That depends on how m-many of them he humiliates,” said Claudius. Another commonsense answer.

“I might suggest another way, if you are willing to follow it. I assume that is why you have called me here.” The unknown woman I had seen earlier now rose. She had dark hair and was striking in her posture and composure. “My professional name is Locusta, and for safety’s sake I will not tell you my real name. I specialize in making an ambrosia that has carried many to Olympus, although I cannot say whether, once there, they are turned into gods or not.”

“In other words, a poisoner!” said Messalina. “We would not stoop to such methods. But . . . can you name some of your . . . successes to prove your point?”

“Of course not. I am not that stupid. So far I have a clean record and have never been convicted. But only a fool would advertise her hand in what passes for nature. You would have to trust me. I could, of course, do a demonstration for you on an animal of your choosing. And you can order a slow, intermediate, or quick-acting agent. It depends on what sort of . . . event . . . would most suit your purpose.”

“We might do that,” said Messalina.

“I cannot be a party to this!” said Claudius. “I cannot even l-listen to it. My ears have heard nothing. Swear it!” He looked around the room at each face, ending with mine. “Even you, little Lucius. I have h-heard none of this.”

“Great-Uncle Claudius, you have heard nothing that has been spoken in this room. You were not even in the room!” Let us go one better.

“So it is,” he said, limping away down the passage to the dining rooms. “Messalina, we will return to R-Rome sh-shortly.”

“Yes, my love,” she called after him. “Rome,” she said. “These days, we never know what is waiting for us there.”

“Do not fret yourself, my dear,” said Aunt. “You are safe as Claudius’s wife. Caligula keeps him as a pet. He enjoys humiliating him more than he would enjoy killing him.”

Messalina, tight-lipped, nodded. “And Silanus is safe, too,” she said. “We can be so thankful for that.”

Locusta came over to me. “Well, little boy, you were brave to come into the room and say what you did, even if your knees were shaking. I saw it. But only the brave can do it anyway, no matter how hard their knees shake.”

“It was true. And I hate Caligula. He should not be allowed to do to others what he did to me.”

“Ah, but who will bell the cat?”

“I am not sure what you mean.”

“It is a country saying. A council of mice met to decide what to do about the tomcat who was on the loose. They agreed the best plan was to attach a bell to his neck so they could hear him coming and hide. It was a fine plan—but it needed a mouse brave enough to risk his life jumping on the cat.”

“I see.” No one would dare to attack Caligula. “But the ambrosia . . .”

“Clever lad. That would be the same as putting out a dish of milk for the cat, but to get it he must pass his head through the bell loop. The hand that set up the trap is nowhere near when the trap is sprung.” She sighed. “Still, if they don’t want my services, well, they will just have to take their chances with something more dangerous.”


V

They say that where you are when you hear of a life-changing event is forever burned into your memory. You can recall every little detail and, at the same time, you cannot fix the larger picture—like a dream, where the little things are clear but the bigger meaning or location is a mystery. Thus it is that I remember being in a garden, watching two white butterflies dancing around each other, with the rest of the setting a blur, when I first heard the scream—“Caligula is dead!”

Who said it? I do not know. Where did the voice come from? I do not know. I stood rooted, watching the butterflies. Caligula was dead, Caligula was dead . . .

I must have run back into Aunt’s house. I must have been told then that the emperor was dead, murdered by those who hated him—which left a lot of suspects. But the assassins had been captured, and their leader was none other than Cassius Chaerea, the man who had rescued me. I must have been told then that the new emperor was Claudius. Because I came to know all these things, but I have no memory of how I learned them. I remember the joy I felt in knowing my torturer was gone.

The change in the household was immediate. Aunt was now the mother of an empress—Messalina, barely twenty years old. The Praetorian Guards had proclaimed Claudius emperor, as one of the few surviving members of the imperial family on hand. They did not have time, nor did they wish to bother, fetching someone from further afield.

“He tried to refuse,” Aunt said, with a shake of her head. “And rightly so, because he hardly is very majestic. But the blood in his veins is royal, and that was what mattered.”

“And Messalina is empress,” I said. “You must be proud.”

“Indeed I am, and so is Silanus, that his stepdaughter is in such an exalted position.”

And now I felt more than ever like an outsider, a poor ward of this elevated family. My father dead, my mother gone, and my inheritance from my father seized by Caligula, so that I lived on Aunt’s charity. Would she now cast me out as an embarrassment?

I was the last thing on anyone’s mind during this upheaval; I became invisible, and happy to be so. Sometimes I hid in the room with the ancestral busts. They calmed me; I am not sure why. Because they and their troubles were gone? Because they stared out at a world that had gone past them? Antony could not know what had become of his Roman daughters, whether they had even survived into adulthood, let alone his children with Cleopatra, or that the Senate had stripped him of his honors, forbidden any celebration of his birthday, and ordered all his official statues removed. Death bestowed a blissful ignorance upon him and allowed him to be free.

We were not free. As we learned more about what had happened, fear ran through the household, so thick even a child could taste it. Caligula had been struck down by his trusted guards, led by Chaerea, hacked and left gushing blood like the flamingo he had personally sacrificed earlier on that day. His wife and baby daughter had been killed, and the rampaging assassins went looking for other members of the imperial family. I may have been saved because of my lowly status in Aunt’s household, far from the Forum. The story was that they almost killed Claudius, too, but he was saved by some other Praetorian Guards, who found him cowering behind a curtain.

“I would doubt that story if I were you,” whispered Paris to me. “Claudius is more clever than he likes to appear.” When I looked blank, he said, “If Claudius was accidently found, it was because he had arranged to be found.”

A chill ran right down my spine. So even Claudius was a snake beneath the cover of his amiability and ineptitude? “Do you mean that he—arranged it?”

Paris shrugged. “Not necessarily. But if he knew of the plan to kill his nephew, he made sure that he would profit by it.”

“What have they done with Caligula?”

“Took his body and gave it a quick burn, then put what was left of it in a shallow grave in the Lamian Gardens. They say his ghost’s screams ring out nightly from that place.”

Claudius assumed the purple and added the names Caesar Augustus to his birth names. In the early summer Messalina invited her family to the palace, the first time we would step foot into it. I hoped that going there would banish the nervous fears I had, the dreams of Caligula’s ghostly form invading my room that refused to fade away. The new emperor would protect me, not hunt me down.

Like so much from that time, my memories are in little pieces. The slow trundle of the cart bearing us to Rome . . . the entry into the city, the mass of buildings crowded all together, some red brick, others gleaming white marble . . . the litter that I was put into, that bounced all the way . . . the hill it climbed, so that I was pitched backward . . . alighting in a cool green garden on the flat top of the hill . . . the sprawling building before us.

“Tiberius built it,” said Aunt. “The divine Augustus was content to live simply in a small house, sleeping in the same little bedroom for forty years, on a low bed with a thin coverlet.” Was there a whiff of disapproval in her voice about his successors’ way of living? If so, it vanished when Messalina appeared and invited us inside.

She seemed different. She was enveloped in swaths of silk, and her hair was dressed with pearls and gold threads.

“My dear mother,” she said, kissing her cheek, but in a formal manner.

“Silanus.” She looked a long time at him before she held out her hand and said, “I am joyous to welcome you.” Silanus bowed stiffly.

“Lucius,” she said, bending to look at me. There was none of the sticky warmth she had exuded at Aunt’s house. She was sizing me up anew. “You should not wear green,” she said. “It doesn’t suit you.”

“What color should I wear, lady?”

She narrowed her eyes, thinking. “Red, perhaps. Gold. Definitely not purple.”

A warning even I understood: Do not think of climbing higher than you already stand.

The first room we entered was so high ceilinged that I could not see where it ended above me. Walking through it took a long time; the marble was slippery underfoot. Then there was another room, then another, then another. Open windows framed fluttering green leaves and ushered in soft breezes, rich with the scent of box hedge and mint. The whisper of Messalina’s silks drew us on.

At length we reached a chamber that opened onto a gigantic balcony; from it the great city spread out below. I rushed to the balustrade, barely able to see over it. Far below was a huge open area, a long thin oval.

“What is that?” I asked.

“Lucius!” said Aunt. “You should stay with us until you are called to do otherwise.”

“It is all right,” said Messalina. “He is just a little boy, and they can hardly stand still.” She came over to me. “That is the Circus Maximus,” she said. “They race chariots there.”

Chariots! “Oh, when?”

“They have them all the time,” she said. “It makes a dreadful racket.”

“But you can watch them from here?”

“Yes, but you have to have good eyes—it’s not close.”

I was longing for an invitation to see a day of races but dared not ask. She did not offer.

Claudius joined us. Unlike his wife, he did not seem different, except that he now wore purple.

“It is w-with great joy that I welcome you,” he said, shuffling forward.

Everyone bowed.

“I have been in this p-palace at many different s-stages of my life,” he said. “So in many ways it is like coming h-home. But whenever one moves into someone else’s house one tries to make it his own. So there are ch-changes. And I will undo some of Caligula’s decrees, which I hope will p-please people.” He turned to me. “There is a s-special event I wish to invite you to.”

My heart rose. Was it the chariot races?

He turned and murmured something to Aunt. She nodded.

Claudius then said to me, “It will be a surprise. The true end of something, that will make you happy.” Then, in a most unimperial manner, he winked.

A servant entered quietly and offered a tray of golden goblets filled with a refreshing cool drink. I stared at the goblets, at the intricate designs on them. The gold felt heavy in my hand. But such a heavenly heaviness!

To be an emperor, then, was to drink even your simplest refreshments from weighty gold goblets. It was to see the chariot races whenever you pleased from the privacy of your dwelling. It was to have fleets of servants waiting to hear your bidding, then sliding away silently to fulfill it.

“Lucius looks tired,” said Messalina suddenly. “Perhaps he should lie down.” Before I could protest that I was wide-awake, she grabbed my hand and placed it in the palm of a servant, who then pulled me away, through more long rooms, and finally into a room with a couch spread with silk. It was plain I was to lie down and pretend to rest.

Slats of sunlight came through the shutters, but the room was cool and otherwise dark. I could barely make out the decorations on the walls—red and black designs framed by deep yellow backgrounds. From somewhere in another of the cavernous rooms came soft flute music.

To be an emperor was to lie upon such couches in such rooms and hear sweet music wafting in from secret places.

Why would Augustus have preferred his little house, his narrow bed with plain linen like mine at Aunt’s house? He may have been divine, but dare I think he may have also been foolish? At least in earthly things.

The gentle warm air passing over me died as the afternoon wore on. Then the flute faded away, replaced by notes of such pure beauty they could only come from Apollo himself—a rippling, golden, liquid sound. I lay utterly still, as if by moving I might cause it to cease—was it a dream? But it was not, and I knew I must approach its source and hear it even more clearly and directly.

I stole through the rooms, drawn on by the sound. Finally I reached the room where it originated. For long moments I stood outside, my eyes closed, drinking in the sound. I did not want to look inside, for fear of who I would see playing. Paris had told me many tales of enchanted music that lured people to their doom. The player was always a demon or a god in disguise. But finally I had to stick my head in and look.

A slender young man was standing before the window, holding a large instrument—his left arm supported its flat bottom while he touched strings from behind, and at the same time he plucked strings from the front with his right hand, holding a pick. The instrument was shaped like an incomplete circle, with flourishes at each end. The notes played with the fingers were soft, while the ones with the pick were clear and sharp, together making a melodious and complex waterfall of sound. Suddenly the musician was aware that someone was in the room, and he jerked his head around to see me.

“I—I am sorry, I just wanted to hear more.” My knees were shaking—not from fear but from the abruptly stopped divine music.

“I am only practicing,” he said. “The cithara is a stern mistress. She will not yield her music easily, or to just anyone. She makes us all suppliants first.”

I could see that only an adult could play it; it was too large and heavy for a child. I made up my mind in that instant that I would learn to play it as soon as I was able.

“Who are you?” he asked.

Of course he would be puzzled. I was too old to be Messalina’s son and too bold to be a slave. “Lucius Domitius Ahenobarbus,” I said.

“The emperor’s great-nephew,” he said. “We all know about you.”

“You do? What do you know?” How curious that this musician knew of me.

“Well, in truth, we know about your lineage but nothing more than that. We don’t know, for example, whether you like mullet better than lamb. Or whether you can swim.”

“I prefer mullet,” I announced. Swim . . . the mention of it made me shudder.

He gave a flourish with his deft right hand and the magic sound came out of the instrument once again. Then he stopped. I waited, but there was nothing forthcoming.

“Thank you,” I said. “Perhaps when I am older you could give me lessons.”

He smiled. “If you remember. And if I am still here.”

Slowly I made my way back to the resting room, the day ordinary again.


VI

The summer was a hot one. My little room at Aunt’s house was stifling; I told her I felt like a loaf of bread baking when I lay down.

“I suppose you want a slave to stand over you and fan you,” she said. “We can’t spare any.”

The bean plants were drooping in the fields, and the morning glories that opened at dawn shriveled up before noon. The fishponds were drying out, and the fountains ceased running, their silent stone spouts gaping like open mouths. It was the time of the Dog Star, when the mad star rose and brought in the searing heat of midsummer. Romans fled the city, some to the coast and some to the mountains, if they had homes there. We sat out under the trellis with its wilting canopy of leaves, but it was no cooler than being in the house.

A message came from the imperial palace. Aunt seized it eagerly, hoping that it was from Messalina. She heard from her seldom, although Silanus was often summoned to Rome. But her face fell. “It’s for you, Lucius, and Silanus,” she said. “The emperor wants your company for a trip. Where, he doesn’t say. Once again I am not invited, but my husband is!” She turned to me. “Best get ready. Apparently he is already on his way.”

Claudius arrived shortly and I clambered into the carriage beside him, Silanus following. So far Claudius had not extended the promised invitation to watch the chariot races, but this proved he had not forgotten me.

“Where are we going?” I asked eagerly.

“To lay ghosts to rest,” said Claudius.

“But where—”

“Trust me,” he said. “Did I n-not tell you I would surprise you?”

Silanus was looking around with more than idle curiosity.

“My wife is not here,” said Claudius.

“I can see that, sir,” said Silanus.

“I hope you are not d-disappointed,” said Claudius.

“No,” replied Silanus. “Although I always enjoy her company.”

Claudius grunted. The carriage rumbled on.

After several hours we began climbing a fairly steep hill; when we crested it I could see that it was the lip of a big circle—and in its center below was a glittering lake.

A round lake . . . reflecting the sky . . . calm and unmoving . . .

And in it floated two enormous boats, shaped like stingrays.

I gripped the arms of my seat. Claudius reached out and took my hand. “Do not be afraid,” he said. “Today they perish.”

The carriage began its descent.

We stood on the dock, and the monsters floated before us. I saw again the hideous bronze animal heads that had burned in the torchlight, boars and wolves marking the place of each rower. I could see the white marble cabin that I had gazed upon in the moonlight. All the things that had haunted my dreams now loomed before me, stripped of their magic. The harsh sunlight had banished the mystery of the moonlight, burned it off.

Claudius held up his arm. “Strip and sink them!” he ordered a large company of workmen gathered there. “Take all the v-valuables off. Then tow them to the middle of the lake and sink them.”

Claudius bent down and took my hands. “The S-Senate wanted to condemn Caligula, declare his memory legally damned—damnatio memoriae. Mad and cruel as he was, I could not allow someone of my b-blood to be dishonored publicly. But I am doing the same th-thing, on my own accord. He will be removed from the official lists, his statues taken down, his name erased from m-monuments. And these t-tokens of his folly, waste, and cruelty will be destroyed. Tonight is the dark of the moon. Diana will not be offended—she c-cannot see our deed.” His words were hard to hear over the hammering and splintering coming from the doomed boats. The men began tossing the bronze animal heads onto the shore. Each snout had a big ring.

Claudius bent down and examined one. “Fine workmanship,” he said. “Do you w-want one?”

I recoiled. “No! Destroy them!”

“We’ll m-melt them down,” said Claudius, turning one over in his hand. The tusks of the boar scratched his finger.

As the sun set, the disabled boats gurgled and sank beneath the surface of the lake. There were bubbles and ripples and then all was quiet. “Gone,” said Claudius. “Now, little Lucius, you must no longer fear the water.”

We were quiet on the way back. But halfway there, we were met by a company of horsemen and a contingent of Praetorians.

“He is here,” said Claudius. “T-take him. Transport him to Rome.” He turned to Silanus. “You are under arrest for c-conspiracy against my life. I h-have been expecting you to strike during this journey. That is wh-why we have been closely followed all day by my guards.” He nodded to the guards. “Take him away.”

Silanus shrieked, “I have done nothing! Nothing! I am your loyal subject!”

Claudius just looked at him sadly.

“Then I shall speak!” he cried. “Ask your wife! Ask Messalina! She has pursued me for months. Trying to get me into her bed. I refused, and this is her revenge!”

“T-take him away,” repeated Claudius.

The guards stepped up to the carriage and hauled Silanus out, dragging him over to a horse.

“She’s a whore!” yelled Silanus. “And a murderer, if she kills me for this! For rejecting her—I, her stepfather. Filth, filth!”

“For slandering my w-wife, you deserve to d-die,” said Claudius.

Before my eyes, the company of soldiers took Silanus away. I heard him yelling and then—silence.

Claudius turned to me, affably. “Lucius, I will return to Rome here at this f-fork in the road. I have an escort to take you b-back to your aunt’s. And a letter to give her explaining wh-why you return alone.” He thrust it into my hand.

My joy at seeing the objects of my torture vanishing beneath the waves was short-lived, now eclipsed by the terror that gripped Aunt’s household. She had collapsed upon reading the letter, shrieking and running to her bedroom, only to sink to the floor sobbing before reaching it.

“Silanus, Silanus—what did he say?” she kept asking me, clutching my arm. The sight of my revered aunt reduced to a whimpering lump begging me—me—for information terrified me. And I was hard put to answer, for it had all happened so swiftly.

“He—he cried out that he was innocent.” It was all I could remember.

“Of course he is innocent!” She wiped her eyes, pulled herself up to a sitting position. “But who accuses him? Claudius talks about a dream that both Messalina and his freedman Narcissus had that—that proves his treason.”

“Silanus said that Messalina wanted revenge on him and this was her way.”

“Revenge? But why? I thought she was fond of him.”

A brave Praetorian spoke up. “Too fond,” he said. “Silanus said she tried to seduce him, and when he refused, she promised to ruin him.”

Her eyes wild, Aunt clutched her head. “No, no. It cannot be.”

But it was. Soon the entire story was out. Not the seduction part, for presumably that took place in private. But the plot to damn Silanus, which rested on complicity between Messalina and her tool Narcissus. Each had come separately to Claudius troubled by a dream in which Silanus would come secretly armed into Claudius’s presence to assassinate him. The credulous Claudius had believed that their having the same dream proved it was a true warning. In truth it only proved they were good actors and collaborators.

The motive was despicable. Could Messalina’s vanity really demand such a human sacrifice, one that would make her own mother a widow? It was my first, and most brutal, lesson in what lengths to which evil people will go, and for what flimsy reasons. I have never forgotten it, nor let down my guard since. Let them call me cruel. Better that than dead.

Aunt took to her bed for several days, while the sham of a trial was being readied. Then she rallied and one night sent for me. I was ushered into the room with the busts, where she and a man whose face was veiled stood before an altar with smoking coals.

She seemed like a statue herself, exuding no warmth and little movement. She had died and been resurrected in a new form, this shell before me.

“We have decided on a course to save Silanus.” Her voice had no intonation. “The only possible way to save him. The emperor puts stock in dreams, does he? Even other people’s dreams? How much more will he listen to his own dreams, then. We know a way to send him a dream, a specific dream that will show him the truth.” The silent man next to her nodded. She gave him no name.

“It is well-known that an innocent young mind is the best receptacle of dreams,” the man said, with a voice like sand shifting across desert wastes—subtle, quiet, murmuring. “That is why we have selected you, Lucius. We will show you a painting. Stare at it, imprint it on your mind. Then inhale these vapors.” He tossed grains of something onto the coals. A hiss of steam rose, then a sharp, bitter smell.

“That will seal the image into your dreams. Go silently to your bed, lie down, and do not move until morning. The image will seek out Claudius while he dreams, push the other dreams aside, and lodge in his mind.”

This itself seemed a dream—the room, dark save for two torches and the glowing coals; the busts barely visible in the gloom, watching; these wraithlike people taking my hands and leading me to the altar.

I wanted to cry out, “No! No! I won’t do it! Keep my mind free of your magic!” But like a sleepwalker, I submitted to the ritual. I bent over the coals and inhaled the smoke, making myself dizzy. I gazed on the painting, showing Silanus’s likeness turning away from Messalina, who was grabbing his tunic and trying to pull him onto a couch. A second depiction showed him kneeling loyally before Claudius with no knife or weapon.

“Now,” murmured Aunt, turning me around, “I shall lead you back to your room and put you to bed. Keep your eyes closed the entire time. Do not open them again until morning.”

To my knowledge, I did not dream of either of the images, although I have seen them many times in my own mind since. I hoped that somehow, by the magic Aunt had invoked, they had flown to Claudius anyway.

But they had not, for Silanus was executed soon thereafter.


VII

The household never recovered—indeed, how could it? Yet we had to continue on our same everyday paths, while Aunt drifted through the rooms, ghostlike. Once she clasped me to her, whispering, “I have no child; my daughter is not my daughter. Lucius, you are my son now,” but she never said it again. Paris and I went on with my lessons, some the proper ones and others the interesting ones. Needless to say, there were no invitations to the palace, and I knew I would never see a chariot race or hear the sounds of the cithara again. There would be nothing but this plodding, placid country life. The sun would go round and round over rolling fields and rustling forests, the seasons blur into one another, but at each turn of the year the same earth would be beneath it.

I was left unsupervised much more than I had been before the “incident” (as we referred to it, to tame it and let us go on). I could spend much time not only playing with my chariots but also painting my crude little pictures and making clumsy pots from clay. I even persuaded Paris to find me a little flute so I could learn to play simple melodies.

The quiet was in some ways soporific, in others like soil in winter, nurturing what will burst through in spring. The very sameness, peace, and routine allowed me to plant the seeds that would bloom later in my life, but they needed time to develop. There is no rushing creativity. It must have firm roots.

I was sprawled out on the floor, painting the flower I had plucked earlier, now wilting. It had not lasted long. Dimly I heard footsteps coming down the corridor but that meant nothing to me. There were murmurs, strange voices, but that also meant nothing. It must be a merchant making a delivery of some sort.

“So this is how you treat him!” said a low, loud voice at my door. I looked up to see a strange woman standing there, staring at me.

If I say she seemed to take up all the space in the doorway, is that hindsight? She was not fat, not even hefty, yet she was formidable. I thought of the Amazons that Paris had told me about. Was this what they looked like?

Her hair was pulled from her face, with neat rows of curls on either side. Her nose was straight, her lips both curvy and small. Her eyes were wide set and direct, and they were focused on me. She had the face of Athena.

“I have taken good care of him,” said Aunt. “To me, he is my son.”

“Oh, so you would treat your own son to a small room with a hard bed, shabby clothes, and low-class tutors? An actor and a barber? How could you, to the grandson of Germanicus and the great-great-grandson of the divine Augustus?”

Were my clothes shabby? I had never noticed. And Paris was wonderful. Life without Paris would have been unbearably boring. “That isn’t fair!” I said. “I love my tutors. They are good to me. And Aunt is good to me, too.”

“Hah.” The strange woman laughed, but it was not a real laugh. “That’s because you know no better. But why should you? You are just a child. So young you will soon forget all this.”

Even then I thought it sad that, if I were so young, I already had so many memories I longed to forget. Caligula. The boats. Silanus. The magic. Now this lady wanted me to forget the good ones, too.

“Do you have no other greeting for him than that?” said Aunt. “You hardly deserve the name of mother.”

Mother! Oh, no! I had no mother, at least none I knew. She was only a name, someone who had disappeared. She did not even have ashes, like my father, who rested in the Domitian family tomb. She was not real.

“And you do? With that murderous slut for a daughter? The gods forbid that you should influence my dear Lucius any further.” She bent down and looked me straight in the eyes. “I am your mother. I have come to take you home.”

And thus my sojourn at my aunt’s house ended as abruptly as Silanus’s life. I was whisked away without even a chance to bid farewell to Paris and Castor, deposited like the object I was in a new house with a new woman who called herself my mother, and expected me to, too.

The new house was in Rome, halfway up the Palatine Hill, on the far side of the imperial dwellings. The woman—Agrippina—talked incessantly all the way into Rome. She seemed to be talking to herself rather than to me because she did not look at me but stared straight ahead.

“At least I have managed to find a house,” she said. “Caligula took all our property, the furniture, too, and sold it. Stripped us. Uncle Claudius has kindly restored it, but of course he couldn’t get our old house back. Nonetheless, this will do. Anything is better than that wretched island my brother sent me to.” She sniffed. “Of course I shall make a show of properly interring his ashes, but I’d rather throw them in the Tiber.”

Oh, yes, she was Caligula’s sister. It was hard to keep all these connections straight. But knowing she shared his blood was frightening to me. Would she also go on mad rampages?

The litter stopped and we alighted. We stood before a house situated midway up the hill, cypress trees framing its entrance, and a formal garden surrounding it. Agrippina marched toward the door, hardly glancing at the shrubs and flowers on each side. I trailed along, watching the bees burrowing into the peonies until she called out, “Stop dawdling!”

The entrance led into a light-filled atrium, the floor of shiny marble, the ceiling high and divided into ivory and gold coffers, with an opening to the sky in the middle. Directly below it was a little pool. I went to inspect the pool and dipped my fingers into the water. It was shallow, with a blue mosaic on the bottom that made it appear deeper. I looked up at the sky overhead, marveling at seeing the clouds floating past, almost part of the ceiling.

“Come along!” said Agrippina, pulling my hand. She hurried me out of the hall before I could see what the wall paintings depicted in their gaudy hues of burnt yellow, rusty red, and bluish green. Now I was marched down a passage that gave out onto an enclosed garden ringed by rooms. Some workmen were sitting in an arbor in the middle, but they leapt up as we arrived.

“Idle? Nothing to do?” said Agrippina. “Have you finished already?”

“No, but we were having a rest and a snack,” said one.

“I don’t pay you to snack,” she said. “Get on with it.”

She went into one of the rooms near the garden and ushered me in. It was small, and its main light came from the door to the garden, but it had a proper bed, a lampstand of many oil lamps, several three-legged tables, a small couch, and a chest.

“They have managed to get this ready, at least,” she said. “This will be your room, Lucius.” For the first
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